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Article 1

Music, Setting, Voice: Maeterlinck’s Pelléas et
Mélisande and Yeats’s The Countess Cathleen
Michael McAteer

M

aurice Maeterlinck’s Le trésor des humbles (1896) was first translated
into English by Alfred Sutro in 1897 as The Treasure of the Humble.
In one of the essays included in this volume, “The Awakening of the
Soul,” Maeterlinck writes of the arrival of a new spiritual epoch in his time, one
in which the soul “in obedience to unknown laws, seems to rise to the very
surface of humanity.”1 Later in the same essay, he observes this new moment
in a transformation of the nature of silence itself, one he judges “strange and
inexplicable.”2 As Katharine Worth has observed, Arthur Symons believed that
Maeterlinck’s art itself had “come nearer that any other art to being the voice of
silence.”3 In his review of The Treasure of the Humble for The Bookman in July
1897, Yeats felt that while Maeterlinck’s thought “lacks the definiteness of the
great mystics,” still his book “shows us common arts and things, with the light
of the great mystics, and a new light that was not theirs, beating upon them”
(CW9 341). This essay explores the extent to which Yeats shared Maeterlinck’s
thought. In particular, I consider what may be regarded as Maeterlinck’s greatest work of Symbolist theatre, Pelléas et Mélisande, first performed in May 1893
at the Théâtre des Bouffes-Parisiens under the direction of Aurelien-Marie
Lugné-Poe. My purpose is to determine the influence of Maeterlinck’s style of
theatre in Pelléas et Mélisande upon Yeats’s The Countess Cathleen.4 (The 1895
version of Yeats’s play is the version to which I mainly refer here; it is cited as
TCC 1895 hereafter.) As James Flannery has recognized, The Countess Cathleen
was a play of great importance to Yeats for his aspirations as a dramatist and for
his complicated relationship with Maud Gonne: Yeats revised the play no less
than five times over the course of thirty years.5 Also taking into consideration
aspects of the acrimonious collaboration between Yeats and George Moore that
led to a staging of Diarmuid and Grania in 1901 (without a definitive text of the
play being published), my concern is with the music, setting, and vocal features
that Pelléas et Mélisande and The Countess Cathleen shared in common. The
aim is to show how both plays offer the prospect of the disclosure of movement:
not physical movement for the sake of performative energy, but gesture and vocal delivery for the sake of spiritual or psychic movement.6
Both Yeats and Maeterlinck regarded this kind of spiritual or psychic
movement as the movement of the soul, which anticipates significant aspects of
Martin Heidegger’s account of the destiny of being in Being and Time.7 First published in German in 1927, Heidegger’s work transformed the field of ontology
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and profoundly influenced the spectrum of continental European philosophy
subsequently, particularly the thought of Jean-Paul Sartre and Jacques Derrida.
This essay draws attention to the ways in which Pelléas et Mélisande and The
Countess Cathleen in the 1890s–1900s evoke the spiritual nature of human existence: ways that corroborate central features of Heidegger’s notion of being as
Dasein (Being-there), the pivotal concept in Being and Time. In Yeats’s plays of
his later years, this would appear most strikingly in At the Hawk’s Well of 1916,
to which I allude in the conclusion.
I—Pelléas et Mélisande
In his manifesto “The Reform of the Theatre,” published in Samhain in
1903, Yeats insisted that a new theatre movement “must get rid of everything
that is restless, everything that draws the attention away from the sound of the
voice, or from the few moments of intense expression, whether that expression
is through the voice or through the hands.” To accompany this new attention
to voice, Yeats also demanded that a new form of drama should represent less
those physical movements that can be followed by the eye than those “nobler
movements that the heart sees, the rhythmical movements that seem to flow
up into the imagination from some deeper life than that of the individual soul”
(CW8 27). These thoughts were in keeping with a certain strand in theatre
during the 1890s that was particularly associated with Aurelien Lugné-Poe’s Le
Théâtre de L’Œuvre in Paris, a company founded in 1893 that was dedicated to
the production of Maeterlinck’s Symbolical drama.8 Stressing the importance
of mood over movement, Yeats wrote that a new theatre of art would be one
in which all scenery would “be forgotten the moment an actor has said, ‘It is
dawn,’ or ‘It is raining,’ or ‘The Wind is shaking in the trees’” (CW8 150). These
phrases were prompted in his 1899 essay by their recurrence in Maeterlinck’s
plays. In the opening scene of Pelléas et Mélisande, published in 1892, the first
servant speaks of the sun rising over the sea.9 The phrase that he uses is repeated exactly by Aglavaine in Act IV of Aglavaine et Sélysette, published four
years later in 1896: “Le soleil se lève sur la mer” [“the sun rises over the sea”].10
The symbolism of the dawn is stressed once more in Sœur Béatrice of 1901,
when Bellidor observes that “déjà l’aube blanchit” [“the dawn is already brightening”] and “l’aube s’avance” [“the dawn advances”] in the opening Act.11 The
phrase, “il pleut” [“it is raining”] is repeated several times through the course
of Maeterlinck’s first play, La Princesse Maleine.12 When the wind rises in the
forest in Les Aveugles [The Blind] of 1890, the first one born blind speaks of “le
vent dans les feuilles mortes” [“the wind through the dead leaves”].13 Yeats’s
citation of Maeterlinck’s phrases in “The Reform of the Theatre” undermines
James Flannery’s claim that Yeats was really only interested in Maeterlinck’s
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plays from the technical point of view (particularly as they were staged by
Lugné-Poe’s company). Indeed Flannery contradicts himself somewhat, when
pointing to Maeterlinck as the source for an important statement on the nature
of tragedy as Yeats regarded it in his essay, “The Tragic Theatre:” tragic theatre
as “a drowning and a breaking of the dykes that separate man from man.”14
According to Joseph Holloway, Yeats made the following disclosure during the course of tea following a performance of Lady Gregory’s Irish medieval
play, Kincora, in April 1905: the playwright had never understood Maeterlinck’s Pelléas et Mélisande until the two lovers had been played by Mrs. Patrick
Campbell (popularly known as “Mrs. Pat”) and Sarah Bernhardt “as if they
were a pair of little children.”15 This referred to a 1904 production of Maeterlinck’s play at the Vaudeville Theatre in London. Yeats had seen and admired
this 1904 performance but he had also attended the June 1898 production at
the Prince of Wales’ Theatre in London. According to Holloway, Yeats felt that
the actor Martin Harvey as Pelléas in the 1898 production had failed to give
the impression of a child-like character, but rather that of a real grown-up lover.16 Yet Roger Nichols and Richard Langham Smith have contended that this
1898 production was the one that Maeterlinck admired the most. In particular,
Maeterlinck’s judgment—that Harvey’s performance of Pelléas as “boy-lover”
was “unsurpassed”—seems to render the later verdict of Yeats that Holloway
records as having a weak foundation; at least if Maeterlinck’s judgment of this
1898 performance of his own play is to be relied upon.17
An even more puzzling feature of Yeats’s apparent dissatisfaction with the
Campbell-Harvey performance of 1898 is the fact that the production was so
Pre-Raphaelite in nature. The gold tunic that Campbell wore as Mélisande
was designed by the Pre-Raphaelite artist Edward Burne-Jones, while Harvey
wanted the costume of Pelléas to reflect the conceptions of the Pre-Raphaelites.18 Given Yeats’s enthusiasm for the Pre-Raphaelite influence in painting,
poetry and drama during the 1880s and 1890s, it would be natural to expect a
much deeper level of enthusiasm for the Prince of Wales’ Theatre production
of Pelléas et Mélisande, one that employed Jack Mackail’s English translation
of the play that Mrs. Patrick Campbell had commissioned.19 Katharine Worth
remarks that Burne-Jones would have been “a natural designer for Yeats,” given his design, not only of Campbell’s gown for Pelléas et Mélisande in 1898,
but also the tableau of the weeping queens gathered round the dead Arthur
in the January 1895 production of J. Comyn Carr’s play, King Arthur, at the
Lyceum.20 Considering Yeats’s response both to the 1898 and 1904 London productions, it is important to note that Mrs. Patrick Campbell performed the role
of Mélisande in both runs of the play. She had been originally inspired to do
so after attending a production of Pelléas et Mélisande in 1895 at the Strand in
London under the direction of Lugné-Poe, upon the invitation of J. T. Grein’s
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Independent Theatre Society (originally founded for the production of Ibsen’s
plays in London). Yeats would later recruit Mrs. Patrick Campbell for a performance of the title role in his own version of Deirdre with the Abbey Theatre
company in Dublin and London in 1907 and 1908.
Taking these factors into consideration, it is entirely plausible to take the
remarks that Holloway attributed to Yeats in 1905 on the 1898 performance of
Pelléas et Mélisande with a grain of salt. It is clear that this performance was
very important to Yeats, in particular for the May 1899 performance of his own
play, The Countess Cathleen, which inaugurated the Irish Literary Theatre with
Edward Martyn’s The Heather Field at the Antient Concert Rooms in Dublin. In
September 1897 Yeats had already discussed with Lady Gregory the possibility
of a Dublin performance of The Countess Cathleen with Martyn’s play, Maeve,
to launch a new Irish Literary Theatre.21 While his composition of The Countess
Cathleen goes back to 1889, the type of performance that Yeats had in mind for
the play in Dublin was strongly influenced by Maeterlinck’s work, particularly
Pelléas et Mélisande. This is evident from responses to a performance of Maeterlinck’s play at the Theatre Royal in Dublin in August 1900, with Mrs. Patrick
Campbell as Mélisande. Christopher Morash alludes to the response of a friend
of Joseph Holloway to the play, one who had seen a performance of The Countess
Cathleen at the Antient Concert Rooms the previous year. For Holloway’s friend,
the English-language version, Pelleas and Melisande, was “Yates [sic] all over
again.”22 His response was shared, judging by negative reviews of the Theatre
Royal production in The Irish Times. Written as a miniature play itself, an August
1900 review has a character, “Dramatic Critic,” pronounce: “If this is the best
Maeterlinck can do he’s not so big a man as I thought him! The ‘Belgian Shakespere,’ indeed! Rather the Belgian W. B. Yeats!”23 Even in the sarcasm of its tone,
the comment shows how the poor response to the Dublin performance of Pelleas
and Melisande in 1900 was colored by some of the criticism that The Countess
Cathleen at the Antient Concert Rooms had received the previous year, when
Florence Farr had come over from London to perform the role of the poet Aleel.
II—Music
In an earlier piece on the Theatre Royal performance, The Irish Times
reviewer slyly applauds the music that was especially composed for the production in having “succeeded admirably in drowning the voices at more than
one portion of the performance.”24 As befits many reviews of experimental
productions in The Irish Times through the decades, the tone here is one of
rather smug indifference to what was being attempted on stage. Both Yeats
and Maeterlinck were interested in harmonizing alternative forms of musical
composition to a new manner of using voice in the performance of their plays.
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Katharine Worth suggests that the musical quality of their work for the stage
was probably the element that Yeats and Maeterlinck shared most in common
as dramatists.25 The incidental music for the August 1900 production of Pelléas
et Mélisande was written by Gabriel Fauré, having first been used in the 1898
production at The Prince of Wales’ Theatre in London. Given Maeterlinck’s
own admiration for the 1898 performance, it may well have been the case
that the Dublin 1900 performance was poorly executed by comparison. The
London production had the obvious advantage of Gabriel Fauré conducting
the orchestra, playing the incidental music that he himself had composed for
Pelléas et Mélisande with the assistance of Charles Koechlin after Mrs. Patrick
Campbell had commissioned him for this composition less than three months
prior to the June 1898 performances.26
For the 1899 performance of The Countess Cathleen at the Antient Concert
Rooms, a string quartet performed a “Suite on Irish Airs” in four movements,
conducted by Herr Bast before and between each of the play’s four acts. While
there was no formal composition such as that written by Fauré for Pelléas et Mélisande, a violin and a harp were used for incidental music in the production.27
Ronald Schuchard discusses Yeats’s experiments in verse chanting for the play
that date back to the earliest phase of its composition in 1889, noting that he
added a verse for chanting in the 1895 version of the play with a view to its being performed one day as poetic drama.28 Ariane Murphy notes that in Claude
Régy’s 2016 production of Maeterlinck’s The Death of Tintagiles, the text of the
play is “almost chanted;” this suggests that the type of experiment that Yeats undertook with voice in his own time has been revived recently in the treatment
of a Maeterlinck work.29 Schuchard draws attention to the importance of Florence Farr in working with Yeats to develop a chanting style for the play before
George Moore intervened in the certainty that The Countess Cathleen would be
a commercial flop as a result. Yeats was forced to take the role of the Countess
from Farr’s niece, the seventeen-year-old Dorothy Paget, and give it to Mary
Whitty at Edward Martyn’s insistence, Martyn having put up the finance for the
opening production of The Countess Cathleen together with his own play, The
Heather Field, to inaugurate the Irish Literary Theatre in May 1899.30 In spite of
this setback to his new experiment with chant in drama, two of the lyrics that
were sung in The Countess Cathleen to the accompaniment of violin and harp
left a lasting impression. These were “Impetuous Heart,” chanted by Florence
Farr in the character of the bard Aleel, and “Who will drive with Fergus now,”
chanted by actor and elocutionist Anna Mather in the role of Oona, the Countess Cathleen’s nurse. Schuchard discusses the effect that these pieces had on the
young James Joyce, who was in the audience for the opening night along with
other students from the then-Jesuit-administered University College Dublin
(UCD).31 Based on the testimony of Joyce’s brother Stanislaus and a musical

6

International Yeats Studies

score that Anthony Burgess gave to scholar Ruth Baurele, Schuchard considers
that Joyce himself may have put “Who will drive with Fergus now” from The
Countess Cathleen to music.32 In the opening “Telemachus” episode of Ulysses,
Buck Mulligan bellows out lines from this lyric, prompting in Stephen Dedalus
a memory of singing this lyric to his mother as she approached death.33 Richard
Ellmann claims that this was based on Joyce’s actual memory of singing the
lyric to his mother upon her request in the last days before she died.34
Fauré’s incidental music for the 1898 London performance of Maeterlinck’s
Pelléas et Mélisande was followed most closely in Yeats’s drama of the early
1900s in the play that he co-wrote with George Moore, Diarmuid and Grania.
Moore and Yeats had worked together on the play from 1898. The play was
based on the old Irish legend of Grania, the beautiful young woman who elopes
with the warrior Diarmuid just before she was to marry Finn, leader of the
ancient Irish brotherhood, the Fianna. The conflict between Yeats’s pursuit of
an elevated antique poetic style and Moore’s determination to treat the legend
in modern realistic prose speech led to serious disagreement between them.
Moore had no time for Yeats’s ideas on half-chant in performance. In an interview published in 1901, he described the actors’ chanting of lines in the
1899 performance of The Countess Cathleen as “lamentable” and Moore tells
the interviewer that he had prayed many times during the final act of the play
“that the curtains would come down at once.”35 Yet we must also reckon with
the fact that Moore himself was interested in lending a serious musical dimension to Diarmuid and Grania, if not exactly the type of sound experiment that
Yeats was pursuing. Jacqueline Genet claims that Moore asked Edward Elgar
to compose music for Diarmuid and Grania without asking Yeats’s agreement
first.36 This turn of events is somewhat more complicated, however. According
to Jerrold Northop Moore, George Moore had first approached the English
orchestra conductor Henry Wood (who had been to Bayreuth for Wagner’s The
Ring cycle) to compose music for the play and Wood directed him to Elgar. In
a letter from Moore to Elgar that Northop Moore quotes, dated September 22
or 29, 1901, Moore requested that Elgar compose music only for Diarmuid’s
funeral in the final act.37 Adrian Frazier states that Moore had already travelled
from Dublin to London on September 4 because he had heard of Elgar’s interest in composing horn music for the funeral scene in the Moore/Yeats play,
suggesting that someone other than Moore had already put the idea to him.38
The position of Mrs. Patrick Campbell must also be considered in relation
to Moore’s approach to Elgar in September 1901, particularly given that she had
commissioned Fauré to write the incidental music for the 1898 performance of
Maeterlinck’s Pelléas et Mélisande. According to J. C. C. Mays, Moore had been
pursuing Campbell since late 1897 to play the role of Grania. Moore and Yeats
met with Mrs. Patrick Campbell in her dressing room on October 26, 1900,
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after she starred in Frank Harris’s Mr. and Mrs. Daventry, in order to solicit
her interest in Diarmuid and Grania.39 In a letter addressed to Lady Gregory of
December 27, 1900, Yeats tells her that Campbell had asked him why he did not
write the whole play himself: apparently she begged Yeats to read the full script
to her (reprinted in VPl 1170). Mrs. Pat may not have been directly responsible
for Elgar’s musical composition for the funeral of Diarmuid, but her enthusiasm for the play was a crucial factor in Elgar’s decision to contribute a musical
piece for Diarmuid and Grania, given the success of Pelléas et Mélisande in
London in 1898 with the inclusion of Fauré’s music.
It was clear that Moore had hopes beyond the stage performance of Diarmuid and Grania that Elgar would eventually compose a full opera based on
the work that Moore had co-written with Yeats.40 While the aspiration came
to nothing, it was not surprising that Moore harbored it. Although the acrimonious co-writing of Diarmuid and Grania by Moore and Yeats resulted in
a text that was utterly incapable of being converted to an opera on the scale of
Wagner’s Tristan und Isolde, the example of Maeterlinck’s Pelléas et Mélisande
being made into an opera was one that Yeats and Moore could not ignore. In a
letter to Ernst Heilborn of Sept. 3, 1901, Moore refers to the play as written in
the style of the Walkure and of Tristan and Isolde, seeing no reason why Diarmuid and Grania could not be a success in Germany.41 Four days later Moore
wrote to Elgar regarding the orchestral make up for the Gaiety Theatre production of Diarmuid and Grania, during which he refers to the cornet being used
in works by Wagner and Gounod. He concludes the letter with a note of enticement, stating that if Diarmuid and Grania proves successful in Dublin, “it
certainly will be produced in Germany.”42 Raphaël Ingelbien identifies a significant Germanic element in Maeterlinck’s drama that he traces to the influence
of Wagner, one betraying Maeterlinck’s Flemish background and providing a
certain level of resistance to absorption in the French aesthetic idioms of the
Parisian literary and theatre scene.43
Considered in this context, Moore’s notion of Diarmuid and Grania as an
Irish Tristan and Isolde bears a significant affinity to the operatic treatment
of Maeterlinck’s drama. Claude Debussy’s opera version of Maeterlinck’s play
premiered at the Opera-Comique in Paris on April 30, 1902, less than seven
months after the performance of Diarmuid and Grania in Dublin. Debussy had
been working on and off his composition of the opera, sometimes in dispute
with Maeterlinck, since he first read Pelléas et Mélisande in Paris in 1893.44
Walter Frisch contends that Arnold Schoenberg probably began composing
his opera based on Maeterlinck’s play in the summer of 1902.45 While living
in Berlin at this time, it is most likely that Schoenberg had at least heard about
the Debussy performance in Paris. Frisch describes the process by which he
transformed musically the themes of Maeterlinck’s play as “richer and more
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elaborate than in any of Schoenberg’s earlier works.”46 Schoenberg’s Pelleas und
Melisande was premiered at the Großer Musikvereins-Saal, Vienna, in January
1905, with Schoenberg himself acting as orchestra conductor, along with a first
performance of Alexander von Zemlinsky’s Die Seejungfrau [The Mermaid].
Thus there were strong affinities between the London 1898 performance of
Pelléas et Mélisande and the Dublin 1899 performance of The Countess Cathleen. In view of this, Debussy and Schoenberg’s development of Maeterlinck’s
play into an opera is important to understanding Moore’s desire that Elgar
compose an opera based on Diarmuid and Grania in the early 1900s. The composers’ versions of Pelléas et Mélisande are also significant to the plans for an
opera based on The Countess Cathleen that emerged in 1911, when Yeats was
re-structuring the play completely. He was prompted to do so after attending
what was billed as the first performance of The Countess Cathleen in England,
one directed in a neo-medievalist style by Nugent Monck in Norwich along
with The Land of Heart’s Desire in February 1911.47 James Flannery has asserted
that Monck’s production of The Countess Cathleen at the Abbey Theatre in December of that year was the most impressive production of the play to date: one
in which Monck employed Edward Gordon Craig’s experimental screens for
the stage to great effect.48 Yeats was in communication with the Italian composer Franco Leoni in the summer of 1911 with a view to The Countess Cathleen
being produced as an opera in collaboration with Craig.49 As with Diarmuid
and Grania, no opera version of Yeats’s play emerged in this instance, largely
because by this stage Yeats’s enthusiasm had waned for the chant experiments
with Florence Farr that had preoccupied him in the early 1900s. The opportunity for the composition and the staging of The Countess Cathleen as an opera
similar in stature to that of Debussy’s version of Pelléas et Mélisande was lost
because Moore was completely closed to experiment with chant that Yeats and
Farr were developing, and Moore had also ruined Diarmuid and Grania—a tale
from Irish mythology most suited to poetic drama—with his Zola-influenced
realism. This left any possibility for a fruitful collaboration between Yeats, Farr,
Campbell, and Elgar in composing an opera version of either The Countess
Cathleen or Diarmuid and Grania effectively thwarted from the outset.
III—Setting
The stage versions of Pelléas et Mélisande and The Countess Cathleen from
the 1890s share a number of important features in common. Both plays are
set in forests and castles during an unspecified time in the past, with relatively
little outward action. A heavy emphasis upon mystery, foreboding, and strange
beauty is present in both works: forests are ominous places where characters
find themselves lost or endangered. In the second scene of Pelléas et Mélisande,
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Golaud finds himself lost in a forest when he has been hunting, unable to find
his way out. There he encounters Mélisande by a spring: Mélisande herself is
lost in this forest.50 The Countess Cathleen opens in a cabin of the poor Irish
countryman Shemus Rua (Red Seamus) in the middle of woods half hidden
by twilight (TCC 1895, 69). Shemus describes the setting as “these famished
woods” where his family is threatened with starvation (TCC 1895, 71). When
the Countess Cathleen enters the cabin, she describes herself as the owner of “a
long empty castle in these woods” (TCC 1895, 75–76). Like Golaud in the forest at the start of Pelléas et Mélisande, the Countess Cathleen has also lost her
way as she tries to find the castle before nightfall in the company of her nurse
Oona, her bard Aleel, and some musicians (TCC 1895, 75–76). Shemus’s wife
Maire tells the Countess that the castle she is searching for lies at the end of a
tree-covered pathway “in malevolent woods” (TCC 1895, 76).
A sense of something sinister is also palpable in the first encounter between
Golaud and Mélisande in the forest. She tells him that the shining thing that
Golaud notices in the spring is a crown that was given to her which fell while
she was sleeping. Yet she won’t say who it was that gave it to her and when Golaud offers to retrieve it for her, she says that she would rather die at once than
take it again.51 When Mélisande asks him in what direction he would bring her
after Golaud insists on taking her away from this spring in the wood—where at
first she prefers to remain—Golaud is forced to admit that he does not know, as
he too is lost.52 The significance of the crown that is lost in the spring remains
undisclosed yet portentous throughout Maeterlinck’s play. The opening scene
of Act II, with Pelléas and Mélisande at the Fountain of the Blind in the gardens
of King Arkël’s estate, involves the loss of another jeweled object—the ring that
Golaud has given Pelléas—in the waters of a spring.53 This scene repeats the
first encounter between Golaud and Pelléas in Act I. While neither a crown nor
a ring appear in The Countess Cathleen, the demon merchants who enter Shemus’s cabin wear bands of gold around their foreheads and carry bags of gold
coins with which to buy the souls of the starving Irish poor in Yeats’s version
of the Faustian bargain (TCC 1895, 80). In the radically altered version of the
play published in 1912,54 Yeats set two scenes outside in the woods (represented
as a painted scene). In the first of these, Shemus and his son Teig appear as the
Countess looks for her house with Oona and Aleel; they give news of the men
who have come into the area offering money for their souls. Frightened at their
indifference to the destiny of their souls in life after death, the Countess orders
her steward to sell all her possessions so as to pay the men and rescue the souls
of the starving poor living among the woods (TCC 1912, 45–51).
Of course, woodlands have long been associated with danger, the unknown, and the supernatural in literature and folklore. In the case of The
Countess Cathleen, for example, we can observe how the danger lurking in an
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Irish wood recalls Irenæus’s observation of the forest in Edmund Spenser’s A
View of the State of Ireland as the home of outlaws and rebels in sixteenthcentury Ireland.55 The characters’ feelings of being lost in the forest both in
Pelléas et Mélisande and The Countess Cathleen disclose a fundamental sense of
the proximity of death. The prospect of death through starvation is everywhere
present in The Countess Cathleen and while there are just some fleeting references to people starving in the wood about the castle in Pelléas et Mélisande,
the suggestion of the imminence of death runs under the surface of the play,
through the figure of Mélisande. This relates to Maeterlinck’s idea of death in
his essay, “The Pre-Destined,” as the guide and the goal of human life: “Our
death is the mould into which our life flows: it is death that has shaped our
features.”56 This contradicts Ariane Murphy’s contention that death is merely
“the material face of the unknown” in all of Maeterlinck’s early plays.57 Death
is an ontological rather than a material condition in the plays of Maeterlinck
and Yeats; on this basis we can observe the ontological dimension to the forest
settings in both plays.
The dislocation that these forest settings create in Pelléas et Mélisande and
The Countess Cathleen conjure the nature of “being” as Heidegger describes it
subsequently in Being and Time. These settings bring forth Heidegger’s idea of
“Being-there” (Dasein) as one’s most immediate encounter with the surrounding world. Even in the immediacy of this encounter, however, one experiences
the surrounding environment as alien, as do the characters in the forest scenes
in Maeterlinck and in Yeats’s plays. Heidegger asserts that Dasein involves the
experience of “Being-in-the-world” through what he names as the condition
of being “not-at-home.”58 Mélisande’s and the Countess Cathleen’s homelessness relates not so much to their disconnection from a particular place as it
does to their fundamental sense of belonging nowhere. Because of this, they
experience Dasein in terms of that which Heidegger indentifies as “like an alien
voice.”59 As will be discussed further, Heidegger’s idea of this “alien voice” is
strikingly apparent in Maeterlinck’s and Yeats’s treatment of voice in both plays.
Pelléas et Mélisande takes place mostly within King Arkël’s castle or on its
grounds. All of Act II of the 1895 version of The Countess Cathleen takes place
in the castle of the Countess. Castles in both plays are locations of authority,
protection, and defense, dating back to medieval times. In this way they offer a
counterpoint to the dangers of the forest. King Arkël’s castle clearly represents
male authority whereas that of the Countess appears more as a symbol of maternal protection in The Countess Cathleen.
Considered from this aspect, the Countess may be connected to the figure of the Virgin Mary, even when acknowledging Maud Gonne—the object
of Yeats’s love—as the primary inspiration for her character.60 When the demon merchants knock on the door of Shemus Rua’s cabin in Act I of the 1895
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version of The Countess Cathleen, he kicks a small shrine of the Virgin Mary
to pieces (TCC 1895, 80). This gave offence to Irish Catholics and was part
of the motivation behind students of the Catholic University in Dublin (renamed the University College in 1880) disrupting the 1899 performance of the
play in the Antient Concert Rooms. Shemus’s act carries a strong undercurrent
of Protestant iconoclasm and anti-Marian doctrine in Irish religious history.61
Set against the backdrop of famine in a remote part of Ireland, it would undoubtedly have brought to the minds of Irish Catholics the shrine of the Virgin
that was erected in 1880 at the Catholic parish Church in the village of Knock,
County Mayo, to mark the location where some villagers claimed to have witnessed an apparition of the Virgin Mary, St. Joseph, and St. John the Evangelist
in August 1879. The village was located in one of the west of Ireland counties
that was worst affected by the Famine of the 1840s and a county in which violent agitation by tenant farmers against landlords began in the late 1870s.
Yet if the Countess Cathleen might have brought to mind such landowners,
it is important to observe that she functions in a similar manner to the Virgin
shrine: a symbol of protection against the threats with which the local people
living in cabins among the woods are faced. The demon merchants first see the
Countess in the oratory of her castle, on the steps of the altar where she has fallen asleep during prayer. The second merchant tells the other that they should
leave quickly in case she should awaken and resume her prayers, thereby causing them to “half stifle” (TCC 1895, 112). The concluding scene of the 1895
version of the play invites the Irish audience to regard the Countess in death
as a type of Virgin Mary figure,62 suggesting an association with the apparition
in Knock. It is one in which the darkness that has fallen is broken by a bright
light that shows peasants kneeling upon the rocky slopes of a mountain, surrounded in storm cloud and flashes of lightning. Half within this light and half
outside stand angels, one of whom tells Aleel that the Countess has been taken
to Heaven, where the Virgin Mary has kissed her lips (TCC 1895, 154–55).
If the Countess and her ancient castle are intended as figures of maternal
feminine protection against the threats that come from the surrounding woods
in the form of famine and demons seeking to take possession of people’s souls,
it is the opposite with Mélisande in Pelléas et Mélisande. Brought by Golaud
from the forest into the castle of King Arkël, she is unsettling to Geneviève,
mother of Golaud and Mélisande, when Geneviève speaks of her to the old
King as a “stranger out of the wood” and a “child out of the forest.”63 The audience’s sense of the mysterious quality of Mélisande’s personality is deepened
in the delight that she shows at the forest surrounding the palace, particularly when Geneviève discloses to her that there are parts of this forest that are
hardly ever reached by sunlight.64 The disturbance that Mélisande’s presence
brings to the palace (already haunted by past events that are not made clear in
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the play) connects intimately to her experience of having been brought from
the darkness of the forest. In this respect at least, Pelléas et Mélisande may be
regarded as closer in theme (if not in mood) to Moore and Yeats’s Diarmuid
and Grania than to The Countess Cathleen.
Just as several scenes in Pelléas et Mélisande are set in the castle hall, so Act
I of Diarmuid and Grania takes place entirely in the banqueting hall of Tara,
residence of the High King of Ireland in ancient times. At first the audience
encounters serving men preparing the hall for the wedding banquet of Finn
MacCoole, chief of the brotherhood of the Fianna, and Grania, the daughter
of King Cormac. Plans for the wedding feast are thrown into disrepute when
Grania’s mother, the druidess Laban, tells her daughter of Diarmuid, Finn’s
close companion, who will be coming to Tara for the occasion. Grania tells her
mother that she would run into the woods to escape the marriage-bed of Finn,
even though the woods are full of wolves and are lonely (VPl 1178–79). In the
final Act, the audience encounters Diarmuid among the woods, on the slopes of
Ben Bulben mountain in County Sligo on the Irish west coast. Here Diarmuid
and Grania disclose the madness of their love for one another as Finn and the
Fianna advance upon Diarmuid. Grania tells Diarmuid his love for her “had
become a sickness, a madness,” convinced as Diarmuid became that Grania’s
desire for reconciliation between the former comrades disguised her sexual desire for Finn. In desperation, Grania tells Diarmuid to kill her (CW2 596–97).
The original magic potion through which Laban had drugged the party into
sleep, in order to enable Grania make her escape with Diarmuid in Act I, returns
in the form of Diarmuid’s delirium among the woods and his death from the
wound inflicted by a wild boar in the final act (CW2 602–07). As with Pelléas et
Mélisande, the authority and protection that the castle building offers is finally
destroyed by the dangers coming from the forest in Moore and Yeats’s play.
IV—Voice and Movement
In conjunction with music and setting, the voices of actors speaking their
lines in a poetic manner is another feature that displays the close affinities of
Yeats’s drama with that of Maeterlinck in the late 1890s and early 1900s. This is
particularly evident in the voices of Cathleen, Aleel, and Oona from The Countess Cathleen when compared with the dialogue between Pelléas and Mélisande
in Maeterlinck’s play. Performed by Anna Mathers to the admiration of Joyce,
Oona chants to Cathleen a song in a voice that is “thin with age:”
Who will go drive with Fergus now,
And pierce the deep wood’s woven shade,
And dance upon the level shore?
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Young man, lift up your russet brow,
And lift your tender eyelids, maid,
And brood on hopes and fear no more. (TCC 1895, 98)

The metrical pattern of each line in this sestet is consistently that of iambic
tetrameter, the first three lines rhyming with the second three lines according to an “a-b-c” pattern. This end-line rhyme scheme frames a consonant
sound (“shade” and “maid”) with vowel sounds (“now” and “shore” rhyming
with “brow” and “more”). There is extensive internal alliteration: “who,” “will,”
“wood’s,” “woven” in lines one and two; “drive,” “deep,” “dance” in lines one, two
and three; “level,” “lift” (twice), “eyelids” in lines three, four and five; “brow,”
“brood,” “hopes,” “no,” and “more” in lines four and six. These sound-patterns
lend themselves to the type of chant that Yeats was hoping to develop in the
performance of the plays, particularly when we listen to the verse with an ear
to the anaphoric “And” at the beginning of lines two, three, five and six. The image that Yeats evokes here of “the wood’s woven shade” delicately entwines two
images: that of the trees of the forest and their branches breaking up the light
of sun or moon to cast shadows, and that woven image of scenes from Irish
mythology depicted in tapestries in the castle hall (TCC 1895, 94). Through the
verse sound-pattern, in which both the image and the tapestry on which is its
figured are conveyed, Oona’s chant conjures not only the poignant feeling of a
world that has past, but equally a strange sense of this enchanted world disclosing itself through the very act of pronouncing it.
For the most part, Maeterlinck does not write in verse form. Nonetheless,
aspects of the sound-pattern that we encounter in Oona’s song from The Countess Cathleen are evident in the original French version of Pelléas et Mélisande.
Significant in this context is Frank Fay’s remark in a letter to Yeats of January
21, 1903, that French declamation in drama always sounded like chanting to
English ears.65 In the crucial opening scene of Act II, when Pelléas and Mélisande are alone together at the old abandoned Fountain of the Blind, the
following dialogue occurs as Mélisande looks into the fountain. It is necessary
to cite the passage in its original French version in order to observe the soundpatterns involved:
PELLÉAS:

Prenez garde! prenez garde!—Vous allez tomber!—Avec quoi
jouez-vous?
MÉLISANDE: Avec l’anneau qu’il m’a donné…
PELLÉAS:
Prenez garde; vous allez le perdre…
MÉLISANDE: Non, non, je suis sûre de mes mains…
PELLÉAS:
Ne jouez pas ainsi, au-dessus d’une eau si profonde…
MÉLISANDE: Mes mains ne tremblent pas.
PELLÉAS:
Comme il brille au soleil!—Ne le jetez pas si haut vers le ciel…66
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While not in verse form such as that we are given in Oona’s song, aspects of
sound-pattern here are poetically evocative of the invisible world upon which
the scene touches. Pelléas’s “allez le perdre” is partly rhymed in his “eau si
profonde;” Mélisande’s “de mes mains” is half-rhymed in her “ne tremblent
pas.” Internal rhyme appears in line five of this passage in “ainsi” and “eau si.”
“Prenez garde” is repeated three times and Pelléas also repeats “vous allez.”
Likewise, Mélisande repeats “mes mains” in lines four and six. The first line
carries alliteration in “vous aller” and “avec quoi.” Pelléas’s “ne jouez pas” in line
five is echoed in his “ne le jetez pas” in line seven. His “prenez” rhymes with
“allez” in the first and third lines of this dialogue. We also encounter alliteration in Pelléas’s “tomber” in line one, “profonde” in line five, and Mélisande’s
“tremblent” in line six; Pelléas’s “prenez” and “perdre” in line three. The effect
of these sound-patterns in dialogue is to heighten in the listener a feeling that
something is happening in the scene beyond the minimal gestures and movement. They deepen the portentous significance of the ring that Mélisande holds
and the well into which she looks, conveying a moment of destiny in which the
circular form of the dark well enters into relation with the circular form of the
bright ring that Golaud has given Mélisande. Just before the dialogue quoted,
Pelléas notes that it was also at a fountain that his brother Golaud first found
Mélisande. After she has lost the ring, Mélisande observes that “Il n’y a plus
qu’un grand cercle sur l’eau [there is only a circle on the water].” These aspects
accentuate the circular pattern of the scene.67 Its minimal degree of movement
thus allows the pose of Pelléas and Mélisande at the well to disclose an invisible
movement that the rhythms of their words connote. Katharine Worth notes
that Debussy’s opera version of the play stresses the rhythmic structure of its
dialogue to audiences by heightening its “significant repetitions, hesitations,
pauses, tailings away.”68 Yet in order to be so effective, the gaps and fadings in
the dialogue rely upon the circular patterns of sound-rhyme.
During the first encounter between Cathleen and the merchants in Act II
of the 1895 version of The Countess Cathleen that was performed in 1899, Yeats
also conveys a foreboding sense of something disturbing taking place at an invisible level. Whereas the dialogue between Pelléas and Mélisande achieves its
effect through a rhythm that employs poetic features such as alliteration, halfrhyme and repetition, Yeats’s characters speak fully in verse-form. The effect is
not quite the same as that we find in Maeterlinck’s play, though it is directed
to the same end: the disclosure of an invisible spiritual movement through the
speaking voice.
CATHLEEN
There is something, merchant, in your voice
That makes me fear. When you were telling how
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A man may lose his soul and lose his God,
Your eyes lighted, and the strange weariness
That hangs about you vanished. When you told
How my poor money serves the people—both—
Merchants, forgive me—seemed to smile.
FIRST MERCHANT
Man’s sins
Move us to laughter only, we have seen
So many lands and seen so many men.
How strange that all these people should be swung
As on a lady’s shoe-string — under them
The glowing leagues of never-ending flame.
CATHLEEN
There is something in you that I fear:
A something not of us. (TCC 1895, 124–25)

Except for the opening and closing lines, the speech is in iambic pentameter
throughout this dialogue. The sound-pattern is rich in poetic devices of alliteration, internal and end-line half-rhyme, and repetition, lending itself to the
chant-like delivery towards which Yeats aspired. In Cathleen’s speech above,
the first three lines end in the half-rhyme of “voice,” “how,” and “God,” with
half-rhyme recurring at the end of lines five and six in “told” and “both.” Lines
two and three of the first merchant’s speech end in the half-rhyme of “seen”
and “men,” while the three lines that follow end in the half-rhyme of “swung,”
“them,” and “flame.” Cathleen’s speech also carries internal half-rhymes: “lose,”
“soul,” and “God” in line three; “lighted” and “vanished” in lines four and five;
and “people” and “smile” in lines six and seven. Her speech is also full of alliteration: “makes me” and “man may” in lines two and three; “poor” and “people”
in line six; and “seemed” and “smile” in line seven.
These sound-patterns are underwritten by the repetition of “merchant” in
line one as “Merchants” in line seven and, above all, by the repetition of Cathleen’s opening words to the merchants in this passage—“something, merchant,
in your voice”—as “something in you that I fear,” in her response to the merchant’s speech. The attention that she directs to the sound of the merchant’s
voice in this instance points to the voice itself as that from which the movement in the play arises. The uncanny element that Cathleen hears in the voice
of the merchant alerts us not simply to the alien nature of his presence in her
castle. It also indicates a strange quality in the very condition of being itself that
prepares for the confounding disclosure of Dasein in the form of Cathleen’s
ultimate, incomprehensible sacrifice: the sacrifice of her own soul.
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Like Pelléas et Mélisande, The Countess Cathleen unfolds the movement
towards this singular event—Cathleen’s sacrifice of sacrifice itself, so to speak—
precisely through a reduction of physical movement on stage to a limited series
of actions throughout. These include the appearance of the merchants on the
threshold of Sheamus and Maire’s cabin in Act I; Oona’s soothing of Cathleen’s
worries in the castle of the Countess in Act II; the warnings of the gardener
and of the peasants, and the appearance of the merchants outside the oratory in
which Cathleen has fallen asleep in prayer. Finally in Act III, there is the scene
of the merchants paying gold for the souls of the peasants before the intervention of the Countess, followed by her death and the appearance of an angel,
announcing that she has been taken to Heaven. In the 1911 version of the play
that Craig produced, this action was reduced even further in order to allow the
symbolism of voice and movement to appear with greater sharpness.
To appreciate what Yeats was attempting through the verse-form of speech
in The Countess Cathleen, it is helpful to note some comments in his 1902 piece,
“Speaking to the Psaltery.” Believing that one could get “an endless variety of
expression” from speaking to a single note that was sounded faintly on the
psaltery, Yeats regards the performance of his poetic drama, and Florence Farr
speaking his verse to the accompaniment of Arnold Dolmetsch’s psaltery, as an
attempt to realize a new kind of drama. This would be one in which the abundance of characters, movement, speech, and conversation in performances of
his time would eventually be replaced by a type of performance in which all the
movement and variety within a play arose out of the voice (CW4 15–16). As
in the plays of Maeterlinck, what physical movement did occur would acquire
deeper significance in allowing the words of the speakers to bring hidden realities to light. The Countess Cathleen and Pelléas et Mélisande would require not
only a new kind of speaking, but also a new kind of hearing.
To what end? For Yeats and Maeterlinck, their new form of Symbolist
drama was directed to the end of disclosing the movements of the immortal
soul within time, movements that occur within speech itself. This does not
necessarily require of the audience any particular religious belief in order to
be appreciated, however. The speech forms through which the spiritual movement of both plays are disclosed approximate to Heidegger’s view of “poetical”
discourse as a form of language in which the disclosure of existence itself is
the end.69 When Yeats writes of the new art that he envisages having to “train
its hearers as well as its speakers,” he anticipates a theme that Heidegger takes
up later in the idea of hearkening. This is a form of listening in which speech
and hearing are existentially possible: meaning that what is spoken and what
is heard are disposed to one another in a primordial manner.70 In the unsaid
of what is spoken, this predisposition of speaking to hearing becomes most
manifest.
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In the second scene of the final Act of Pelléas et Mélisande, just after she has
given birth to a child and soon before she dies, King Arkël tells Mélisande that
he does not understand what she says. She replies as follows: “Je ne comprends
pas plus tout ce que je dis, voyez-vous…Je ne sais pas ce que je dis…Je ne sais
pas ce que je sais…Je ne dis plus ce que je veux…[I do not understand either
quite what I am saying…I do not know what I am saying—I do not know what
I know…I no longer say what I wish…]”71 The king admits that he does not
understand Mélisande, while Mélisande admits that she does not understand
what she says and that she does not know what she knows. Instead of misunderstanding, this exchange presents the audience with an instance of hearkening.
Heidegger alludes to a German proverb: “Wer nich hören kann, muss fühlen”
[he who cannot heed, must feel]. He suggests it may well be that the one who
“cannot hear” is the one who hearkens.72 The Countess Cathleen intimates this
strongly through Oona in Act II of the 1895 version: the old nurse who is deaf
on one side, yet who understands the words of the Countess more deeply than
anyone else. In Maeterlinck’s work, the pauses between her utterances form an
important element in Mélisande’s response to King Arkël’s confusion, as she
speaks of knowing what she does not know. Allowing the mystery of her words
to crystallize more luminously out of the silence from whence they arise, they
anticipate Heidegger’s idea of silence as a fundamental ontological condition
of speech. Heidegger suggests that one who retains silence may allow understanding to emerge more profoundly than one who speaks without pause.73 The
pauses that intervene between the phrases that Mélisande utters to the King
allow the nature of her knowledge—of what she does not know—to announce
itself. This is the movement of her spirit between birth—that of her new child—
and her imminent death. Likewise, it is not what the merchant says but the way
that he says it that frightens the Countess in the Act II passage quoted above.
The Countess Cathleen hears the element of the unspoken in the words of the
merchant. Hers is a form of listening in which the speaking and the hearing are
attuned to one another in a primordial manner, disclosing the spiritual movement in the speech that is voiced.
V—Maeterlinck after The Countess Cathleen
Theatre audiences in Ireland and England grew more aware of the close
associations of Maeterlinck’s drama with that of Yeats after the Dublin 1899
performance of The Countess Cathleen and the Dublin performance of Pelléas
et Mélisande the following year. In a piece published on Yeats and the new Irish
theatre movement in the Literary Supplement of The Irish Times in January
1905, the writer welcomes the new experiment with scenic art towards which
Yeats works. In the process, he compares Yeats’s idea of light reflected out of
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mirrors to that of paper scenery used in a Paris production of Maeterlinck’s
Joyzelle; to the London performance of Pelléas et Mélisande behind a gauze veil;
and to the opera version of Maeterlinck’s play with colored electric lighting.74 A
number of commentators responded to the short plays of the new Irish Theatre
movement in the early 1900s in terms of Maeterlinck’s influence. In the spring
of 1906, a review appeared in The Manchester Guardian of a performance at
the Midland Hall of Synge’s In the Shadow of the Glen, together with Yeats and
Lady Gregory’s Cathleen ni Houlihan and Gregory’s Spreading the News. The
reviewer wrote of the obvious debt to Maeterlinck’s L’Intruse (The Intruder)
in Cathleen ni Houlihan.75 Commenting on the composure and rhythm of the
Irish plays in a further piece published in the same newspaper two days later,
the reviewer wrote that Maeterlinck—“of whom the Irish theatre so often reminds you”—uses the same techniques more full in L’Intérieur (The Interior).76
Following a Belfast performance of Yeats’s The Hour-Glass along with Lady
Gregory’s Hyacinth Halvey and Spreading the News, Yeats’s play reminded The
Irish News reviewer of Maeterlinck’s “beautiful dramatic forms.”77 Most notable
of all was the positive response to the first foreign play performed at the Abbey
Theatre, Maeterlinck’s L’Interior, which was staged in English as The Interior on
Saturday, March 16, 1907, along with Yeats’s On Baile’s Strand, and Yeats and
Gregory’s Cathleen ni Houlihan. Describing the play as “unutterably sad,” The
Irish Times expressed the view that it was the finest performance that Frank Fay
had delivered to date, in his role of the Old Man: a performance in which he
“excelled all previous efforts by the depth of feeling and perfection of expression
with which he delivered his lines.”78 The W. J. Henderson newspaper cuttings
hold another review, possibly from the Dublin Daily Express or The Freeman’s
Journal, extolling the excellence of this same performance of L’Interior as a
“complete and triumphant success.” Once again, Fay’s performance as the Old
Man is singled out for adulation: “If M. Maeterlinck could have seen him play,
he would have said, ‘That is exactly how it should be, and no other way.’”79
Of all the plays that Yeats wrote in later years, At the Hawk’s Well (1916) is
the one in which the legacy of Maeterlinck is most evident. As we have seen,
the two most crucial encounters in Pelléas et Mélisande take place by a well:
Golaud’s first discovery of Mélisande by a well among the woods in the second
scene of Act I; and Mélisande accidentally dropping the ring that Golaud had
given her into the old abandoned well known as the Fountain of the Blind in the
company of Pelléas during first scene of Act II. Likewise Yeats’s play is set in a
remote spot where lies an old abandoned well and an Old Man waiting beside it
in the hope that one day its waters would flow again (a reminder of Frank Fay as
the Old Man in the Dublin 1907 performance of The Interior). The repetition of
Golaud’s first encounter with Mélisande in the scene of Pelléas with Mélisande
at the Fountain of the Blind associates the well symbolically with the destiny of
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Mélisande that unfolds in Maeterlinck’s play. The destiny of the Old Man who
waits by the well in the presence of the silent Guardian of the Well is entirely tied
up with the flow of water in At the Hawk’s Well. While waiting over fifty years for
the water of the well to flow miraculously, on three occasions he awoke suddenly
from sleep to find that its stones were wet (VPl 406). The theme of blindness,
suggested by the Fountain of the Blind in Pelléas et Mélisande, is taken up in the
blank gaze of the Guardian of the Well who remains completely silent when the
Old Man speaks to her (VPl 402). In her silence, and the cry of the Hawk that
is not hers but the spirit of the Woman of the Sidhe speaking through her, the
Guardian of the Well recollects Maeterlinck’s Mélisande, both in the extended
silences that intervene in her speech and in her knowledge of what she does not
know, as she says to King Arkël in the final scene of Maeterlinck’s play. As with
the silence of the Guardian of the Well in At the Hawk’s Well, Mélisande’s silences
draw attention to being in its most fundamental aspect: that which Heidegger
names as Dasein. Her silences heighten the audience’s sense that she is destined
to die. In this respect, Mélisande not only embodies Heidegger’s assertion that
the nature of Dasein is that of Being-towards-death. She also exemplifies Heidegger’s claim that awakening to the nature of Being-there is experienced as a
“call”: a call that appears uncanny by keeping silent.80 Mélisande’s silences are just
as much a disclosure of Being-there as are the words that she utters and the voice
through which she utters them.
The hidden moment of the flow of the well’s waters, disclosed through the
Hawk dance in At the Hawk’s Well, recalls the hidden power of this destiny that
is also disclosed momentarily in Golaud’s ring falling into the well in Pelléas et
Mélisande. Both are moments of loss:
PELLÉAS:
MÉLISANDE:
PELLÉAS:
MÉLISANDE:

I think I see it glitter…
My ring?
Yes, yes; see there!…
Oh, it is too deep—no, no; that is not
it!…That is not it!…It is lost, lost —
there is only a circle on the water…what
can we do?…What are we to do now?…81

The sense of a profound spiritual movement having occurred here is also present in the lamentation of the Old Man when he awakens from sleep to discover
once again that the stones of the well are wet:
The stones are dark and yet the well is empty;
The water flowed and emptied while I slept.
You have deluded me my whole life through,
Accursed dancers, you have stolen my life. (VPl 411)
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In both instances the audience encounters what Heidegger describes as the
“moment of vision.” Apart from Mélisande dropping her ring, nothing really
happens in either scene: certainly nothing spectacular as audiences might expect for theatrical sensation. Yet this is precisely what Heidegger means by a
moment of vision: one in which nothing can occur but one in which we encounter for the first time what can be “in a time.”82 These moments are, in other
words, those in which the condition for happening itself is brought into view.
In this aspect, the profound consonance of Maeterlinck’s vision of drama with
that of Yeats, a consonance most strongly felt between Pelléas et Mélisande
and The Countess Cathleen, finds its most compelling expression. It is one that
illustrates how profoundly both dramatists anticipated the revolutionary interpretation of the nature of being that Heidegger set out in Being and Time over
thirty years after these plays received their earliest performances.
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Defining Beauty: The Paterian Yeats
Elizabeth Muller

Y

eats’s commitment to beauty, physical or artistic, is referred to relatively
early in his poems as “labour” (“Adam’s Curse,” VP 204–05) or a “secret
discipline” (“In Memory of Major Robert Gregory,” VP 323). For Yeats,
“art is but a vision of reality” (“Ego Dominus Tuus,” VP 367), or better still a recreation of reality: “If the real world is not altogether rejected, it is but touched
here and there, and into the places we have left empty we summon rhythm, balance, pattern, images” (E&I 243). Consequently he derides realism, described
in “Ego Dominus Tuus” as “the struggle of the fly in marmalade” (VP 367) and,
elsewhere, as the parrots of mimesis, “those horrible green birds” (“On a Picture of a Black Centaur by Edmund Dulac,” VP 442). He also quotes Goethe’s
famous statement: “Art is Art because it is not nature!” (L 440). Finally, Yeats
argues, as morality plays no part in artistic creation, the artist should never presume to be didactic: “Only that which does not teach, which does not cry out,
which does not persuade, which does not condescend, which does not explain,
is irresistible” (E&I 341).
All these well-known precepts of Yeats’s aesthetics underline the continuity
and coherence of his remarkably stable views on art and, with the possible exception of the word “vision,” all point to Aestheticism as a subjacent influence.
Indeed, Yeats was particularly indebted to Walter Pater, since the two writers rejected utilitarian ugliness and upheld beauty and passion above thought
while drawing upon Plato’s metaphysics in very like manner. Yet, in spite of
such pivotal similarities, Yeats’s persistent connection with Pater’s Aestheticism
is often overlooked by scholarly literature or reduced to the early pre-Raphaelite phase.1 Supposedly, Yeats’s subsequent engagement with Modernism led
him to dismiss Pater’s style in order to acquire a much-needed asperity, what
he called his new salty masculine poetry (L 397).2 And in fact, citing Yeats’s
possibly disingenuous (and sporadic) dismissal of Pater, many biographers and
critics seem to have overlooked the latter’s considerable influence over Yeats’s
opus.3 This appears to be a paradoxical gap in Yeatsian critique, since Pater is
now fully acknowledged as “one of the forefathers of British Modernism.”4
In this essay, I contend that Yeats’s quest for beauty in art has far more in
common with Pater’s aesthetic views than is generally acknowledged. I shall
particularly focus on Greek art, which provided both writers with paradigms
with which to articulate their aesthetic theories. Indeed, Yeats made ample use
of Pater’s distinction between Ionian and Dorian art. This opposition may in
fact lie at the root of Yeats’s esoteric system, set down in A Vision and based
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upon two contrary types of individuals, civilizations, and religions.5 Both Pater
and Yeats asserted the iconic power of art as a magical transformer of reality,6
and it is perhaps only in the question of the finality of art for Yeats, in the eschatological and magical dimension he attributed to it, that his path diverged
from Pater’s.
Yeats’s aesthetic theory rests upon a quest for beauty, which is envisaged as
a long, painful inner struggle and can be considered an echo of Pater’s ekphrasis
on Mona Lisa in The Renaissance:7
What death? What discipline?
What bonds no man could unbind, […]
What wounds, what bloody press,
Dragged into being
This loveliness? (“The Only Jealousy of Emer,” VPl 531)

The beauty, thus described, is that of Cuchulain’s mistress Eithne, so it applies
to the physical beauty of woman. Some critics have taken issue with Yeats’s
reductive views on women, who are generally advised to keep to “the heroic
discipline of the looking glass” (E&I 270).8 But for Yeats, who often laments
the loss of his own “pretty plumage” (“Among School Children,” VP 443) and
deplores bodily deformity throughout his work,9 the desire for beauty participates in the art of creation itself: “Is not beauty […] one of the most difficult of
all the arts?” (E&I 270).
This idea of beauty is thus firstly related to the worship of the body, a
theme Pater expounds as part of the essential genius of the Greeks “bent on
impressing everywhere in the products of the imagination, the definite, perfectly conceivable human form, as the only worthy subject of art.”10 In the last
chapters of Greek Studies, Pater examines the evolution of Greek art from its
heroic beginning to its apogee, which culminates in the reproduction of the
perfect human body: “the veritable image of man in the full possession of his
reasonable soul.”11
It might be objected that Pater is particularly susceptible to male beauty,
and Yeats to female beauty, but when harmony of proportion is in question,
such distinctions are no longer paramount. As shall be analyzed in my last
section, Yeats is quite capable of admiring the male beauty produced by Greek
art (the warriors on the Parthenon frieze in particular) or Michelangelo’s
Adam, and dismissive of the elaborate curls of the korai with their archaic
smile and elaborate draperies.12 Similarly, Pater devotes long panegyric pages
to the Venus of Melos, various statues of Demeter in parallel with Michelangelo’s Pietàs, as well as several Renaissance paintings representing women, such
as his famous passage on Leonardo da Vinci’s Mona Lisa.13 Indeed, Pater and
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Yeats share a particular devotion to “the youths on horseback” of the Panathenaic frieze.14
But the well-proportioned human body is also a well-known figura for
perfection in a work of art and harmony of proportion constitutes a universal
criterion in classical art: the notion is well-attested in Renaissance Italy, but
Plato had already used the metaphor for the well-appointed speech in the Phaedrus15 and the same image appeared in Dante’s Il Convito16 to illustrate unity of
being, a seminal concept for Yeats and Pater.17 The perfect human body is thus a
metaphor for all types of artistic perfection but also for the well-balanced soul.
Conversely, physical beauty has an ethical impact on the mind and soul of the
beholder and perfection of form becomes spiritual and moral as well as material.18 The idea behind this Platonic conception is fundamentally Greek: “all
Greeks believed that the contemplation of beauty was a moral incentive to virtue and therefore, their devotion to physical beauty verged on the mystical.”19
Pater quotes Winckelmann on the subject: “The general esteem for Beauty went
so far, that the Spartan women set up in their bedchamber a Nireus, a Narcissus, or a Hyacinth that they might bear beautiful children.”20 Such practices
cast a new light on Plato’s Symposium, in which physical appearance is far from
being despised. The love of physical beauty is the first step on Diotima’s ladder
leading to perfection, and the soul’s improvement will proceed from that first
rung. If we follow this reasoning to its logical conclusion, we must agree with
Pater’s bold assessment of Plato as a philosopher for whom “the visible world
really existed.”21 Plato is aware of the dangerous appeal of sensuousness, but the
fundamental aim of his education is not to reject the body but “to identify it
in its utmost fairness with the fair soul.”22 Indeed, Plato for Pater is “a lover, a
great lover, somewhat after the manner of Dante [for whom] the material and
the spiritual are blent and fused together,” “a seer who has a sort of sensuous
love for the un-seen.”23 In fact, had Plato been content to write verse all his life,
he might have become “such a poet as […] would have been ‘disfranchised in
the Perfect City,’ that is expelled from his own Republic.”24
Conversely, Yeats, the poet, defines artistic creation in Platonic terms from
the beginning to the end of his career. In fact his aesthetic theory echoes Plato’s Timaeus.25 A form or forms must be given to a world that is nothing but
multiplicity or primeval chaos; reality for Yeats is often compared to shapeless
dough, or clay that has to be molded. In an early poem, “The Lover Tells of the
Rose in his Heart,” poetry is defined as a re-shaping of whatever is “unshapely”
(a concept reminiscent of Plato’s amorphos).26
The wrong of unshapely things is a wrong too great to be told;
I hunger to build them anew and sit on a green knoll apart,
With the earth and the sky and the water, re-made, like a casket of gold. (VP 143)27
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At the end of his career, when Yeats delivers his famous testament to Irish artists in “Under Ben Bulben,” the injunction partakes of the same vision:
Sing whatever is well made,
Scorn the sort now growing up
All out of shape from toe to top. (VP 639)28

“The Statues” extols the power of ratios and measurements, but this time Yeats
invokes Plato’s alleged precursor, Pythagoras, whose theory of numbers was
said to anticipate Platonic forms and thus make the achievement of sculptors
like Phidias possible:
Pythagoras planned it. Why did the people stare?
His numbers, though they moved or seemed to move
In marble or in bronze, lacked character. (VP 610)29

Character for Yeats relates to our motley world of the here and now, the realm
of comedy, whereas tragic heroes possess personality, and, like the Greek statues of the poem, rejoin the archetypal.30 Thus, Yeats’s statues, duly endowed
with “vague Grecian eyes gazing at nothing” partake of the universal, unlike
Roman statues [AVB 201]. Yeats may have culled the idea from Pater: “The eyes
[of Greek statues] are wide and directionless, not fixing anything with their
gaze.”31 Pater further contends that lack of character is precisely an essential
feature of archetypal art: statues are “characterless so far as character involves
subjection to the accidental influences of life.”32 In Yeats’s poem, therefore, the
young girls and boys of Greece are in love with the bodily perfection of the
statues and undeterred by the characterless eyes:
But boys and girls, pale with imagined love
Of solitary beds, knew what they were,
That passion could bring character enough,
And pressed at midnight in some public place
Live lips upon a plummet-measured face. (VP 610)

Finally, since Pythagoras was credited with having found the golden number
that creates life, the statues in the poem might be gods ready to become incarnate with one magic kiss. The practice of kissing statues was a well-attested
ritual in ancient Greece and Pater also alludes to the statues of Greek gods
“worn with kissing.”33
As Kathleen Raine points out, Yeats’s fascination with sculpture betokens an innate sympathy for the world of Platonic form: “Yeats tends towards
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Platonic ideal forms, a sculptural stillness, ‘a marble or a bronze repose.’”34 In
“Under Ben Bulben,” poet and sculptor are clearly equated:
Poet and Sculptor, do the work, […]
Measurement began our might:
Forms a stark Egyptian thought,
Forms that gentler Phidias wrought. (VP 638)

Even Maud Gonne’s beauty participates in this world of measurements and
seems to be an animated statue, devised by Scopas:
Her face, like the face of some Greek statue, showed little thought, her whole
body seemed a master-work of long labouring thought, as though a Scopas
had measured and calculated, consorted with Egyptian sages and mathematicians out of Babylon, that he might out-face even Artemisia’s sepulchral image
with a living norm. (Au 364–65)

In short, the artist for Yeats is a kind of demiurge who measures and calculates
while keeping his eyes upon the archetypes. Art “brings us near to the archetypal ideas themselves, and away from nature, which is but their looking-glass”
(E&I 102).
In Pater’s essay “Winckelmann” we find the same appraisal of sculpture expounded in quasi-Platonic terms. For Pater, there is in sculpture an automatic
purgation of emotion and complexity: the statue is “purged from the angry,
bloodlike stain of action and passion, [and] reveals, not what is accidental in
man, but the tranquil godship in him, as opposed to the restless accidents of
life.”35 Indeed, sculpture “keeps passion always below that degree of intensity
at which it must necessarily be transitory.”36 For Pater, sculpture also warrants
perfect unity of being for there is no other art in which thought is so narrowly
welded to form: in sculpture “the mind begins and ends with the finite image,
yet loses no part of the spiritual motive.”37 Finally, Pater, like Yeats, asserts a
form of kinship between sculpture and literary composition, more particularly
poetry: as Lene Østermark-Johansen notes, Pater draws “an analogy between
language and the marble block.”38
In spite of these Platonic echoes, neither Pater nor Yeats likes to articulate
clearly that Plato’s nous (intellect) provides the necessary pull towards archetypal unity. As Yeats in mid-career moves away from the traditional hierarchy
between body and soul, he eulogizes “blossoming or dancing where / The body
is not bruised to pleasure soul” (“Among School Children,” VP 445), and affirms
that passion is the unifying principle that saves us from accidental complexities: “Emotion is always justified by time, thought hardly ever” (Au 472). In his
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conclusion to The Renaissance, Pater anticipates Yeats’s commitment to passion
and, after his famous statement, “To burn always with this hard gem-like flame,
to maintain this ecstasy, is success in life,”39 he asserts that “great passions may
give us this quickened sense of life” and adds, “Only be sure it is passion.”40
Finally, he ranks “the poetic passion, the desire of beauty, the love of art for its
own sake” among the highest forms of wisdom.41 Indeed, Pater throughout The
Renaissance rejects any philosophy or theory that would involve the sacrifice
of a part of the individual man, and in his “Study of Dionysus” he develops
the idea of spiritual form, a fusion of “the ethereal and the solid.”42 For both
Yeats and Pater, however, the desire for passion needs to be qualified. When
we recollect Yeats’s dedication to thought43 and Pater’s ideal “image of man in
the full possession of his reasonable soul,”44 it appears that the intellect cannot
be ruled out entirely from the creative process. Yeats brings his ailing soul to
“monuments of unageing intellect” such as the Hagia Sophia (or Church of
Holy Wisdom), when looking for “singing masters” (“Sailing to Byzantium,”
VP 407).45 And he maintains that the “imagination must be carried beyond
feeling into the aboriginal ice” in order to reach the universal (E&I 522–23).46
Similarly, when Pater discourses upon “the history of the Greek mind,” he
praises “the spirit of a severe and wholly self-conscious intelligence.”47 Thus,
the Platonic nous must play a part in aesthetic creation, although this is never
wholly admitted. Despite this omission, we can observe that Pater and Yeats,
while extolling passion, still advocate harmony and unity of being in order to
conform to the universal.48 Another quotation from Goethe, this time given by
Pater, is an apt definition of this classical ideal: “balance, unity with one’s self,
consummate Greek modeling.”49
Pater’s essays about Greek myth and Greek sculpture, entitled Greek Studies, were published posthumously by Charles Lancelot Shadwell, his literary
executor. Although they are controversial, their point of contact with Yeats’s
thought and esoteric system cannot be overemphasized.50 In these essays, Pater
uses a specific terminology to redefine the opposition between the multiplicity of sensations and desires which, following Plato, he calls poikilia, and the
desirable unity within the soul or the work of art.51 According to him the Ionian influence, paramount in heroic art, represents multiplicity; the Dorian
betokens Platonic discipline, and the two must combine to ensure greatness
of form. The Asiatic influence, defined as a centrifugal force, results in Ionian
sensuousness and refinement while the Dorian tendency is a centripetal force
representing a more austere discipline.52 Pater did not invent this opposition,
which is a favorite theme among Hellenists as well as art historians and seems
as old at least as Aristophanes, who claimed that Ionian luxury was a prerequisite for true poetry.53 Ionia was a name used to encompass the various Athenian
colonies situated in Asia Minor and including parts of the mainland and several
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islands. Moreover, Attic Greek was a form of Ionic, whereas Ionia’s great rival
Sparta, on the mainland, used Doric Greek. Pater gives a personal twist to this
opposition, adding to the traditional linguistic, historical, and cultural features
a religious and philosophical dimension: Homer, the worship of Apollo and
Plato are considered Doric whereas Hesiod, Hephaestus, and the cult of Dionysus stand on behalf of Asiatic sensuousness.54 Since we have lost many works
of the period, Pater relies upon the descriptions made in antiquity, those for
instance of Pausanias,55 and also on the writings of Homer and Hesiod.
For Pater, the Ionian or Asiatic influence is characterized by lovely objects
of refinement, with much insistence on women’s ornaments. We find in such
art an extensive use of precious metals or combinations of metal and ivory, as
in the famous chryselephantine statues. Pater also draws upon what we know of
Mycenaean architecture, such as the habit to line stone walls with metal (preferably gold), and mentions “the lining of stone walls with burnished metal, of
which the house of Alcinous in the Odyssey is the ideal picture.”56 Troy, as described by Homer, is “essentially a Greek city [but]…with an element of languid
Ionian voluptuousness,” as is made manifest in the description of the chamber
of Paris in the Iliad.57 Pater tells of “the ways in which brass, gold, silver or paler
gold go into the chariots and armor and women’s dress, or cling to the walls,”58
and calls this moment in history “the age of the hero as smith.”59 As a contrast,
the first true school of sculptors who use Parian marble emerges with the Pisistratids60 and develops until we reach the period of the Aegina marbles.61 These
are reckoned to be contemporary with the battles of Marathon and Salamis and
represent the emergence of Greek classical style, although we still find traces of
archaism. The human body, freer of motion, is no longer hieratic and rigid. It is
liberated from its trappings and represented naked except for the implements
of war, since the marbles illustrate episodes of the Trojan War. However, the
shadow of the archaic profile can still be traced on their faces and the bodily
proportions are not perfect, the arms and legs for instance being too short for
the rest of the body.62 We have to wait for the period of the Olympic Games,
shortly preceding that of the Peloponnesian Wars and corresponding to Pindar
in literature, before reaching absolute harmony of proportion in works such as
Myron’s Discobulus.63 All this is supposed to pave the way for the great Phidias,
but since the essays are unfinished, we must leave it to Yeats to complete Pater’s
thesis: in Phidias “the Ionic and Doric influence unite” (AVB 196). The whole of
Pater’s argument, however, impresses the reader with the superiority of Dorian
Greece over the Ionian influence. One of the most perfect expressions of Doric
art for Pater concerns itself with dance: Dorian art “early brought to its perfection that most characteristic of Greek institutions, the sacred dance […] a
living sculpture which developed, perhaps beyond everything else in the Greek
mind […] a sense of the beauty and significance of the human body.”64
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This whole movement—from the feminine and ornate to the stark nakedness
of the human body—is of course reminiscent of Yeats’s own aesthetic evolution.
As Elizabeth Loizeaux notes, in his later poetry Yeats “turned more frequently
to Renaissance and ancient Greek art than he did to Byzantium,”65 as he increasingly favored an art of the body: “Are we prepared to exclude such art [Titian’s
sensuousness] from Ireland and to sail in a ship of fools, fools that dressed bodies
Michael Angelo left naked, Town Councillors of Montreal who hid the Discobulus in the cellar?” (UP2 479). Thus, in Yeats’s imagination, the “hammered gold
and gold enamelling” and the “glory of changeless metal,” which pertain to “the
age of the hero as smith” in the Byzantium poems, (VP 407, 497) were replaced
by the rhythm of Michelangelo’s bodies and Phidias’ flowing lines.66
Besides illustrating Pater’s dichotomy in his own artistic development,
Yeats appropriated Pater’s own terminology of Dorian/Ionian so completely
throughout his work that I can give but a few illustrations here. If we return to
the last stanza of “The Statues,” we note it ends with an evocation of the Easter Rising, which Yeats implicitly compares to the battle of Salamis; Pater had
earlier compared Salamis to the fight against the Spanish Armada.67 To Yeats,
both Salamis and the Easter Rising are double victories which are not to be
reduced to mere military exploits—indeed in those terms the Easter Rising is
more defeat than victory—for a battle is first won on the plane of culture. The
Greek victory at Salamis represents the triumph of form over what Yeats calls
“All Asiatic vague immensities” (VP 610) and it was won “when the Doric studios sent out those broad-backed marble statues against the multiform, vague,
expressive Asiatic sea” (Ex 451). In Yeats’s poem the sea is a Platonic one, the
sea of generation or the sea of time and space, the poikilia that both frightens
and fascinates, exactly like Pater’s Asia: “barbaric, splendid, hardly known, yet
haunting.”68 In Ireland, the unequal fight at the Rising announced the final victory to come and demonstrated that the Irish idealism of Berkeley had proven
superior to the English materialism of Hobbes, Newton, and Locke. In short,
the Easter Rising is “the Salamis of the Irish intellect” (Ex 348) and in “The
Statues,” therefore, the Irish, fighting the formless tide of modernity, are worthy
of belonging to the ancient sect of the Pythagoreans:
We Irish, born into that ancient sect
But thrown upon this filthy modern tide
And by its formless spawning fury wrecked,
Climb to our proper dark, that we may trace
The lineaments of a plummet-measured face. (VP 611)

The dichotomy between the Ionian and the Dorian also informs the theological argument which lies at the core of Yeats’s play The Resurrection. In this
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play, the three main protagonists, former disciples of Christ, are in the same
house as the apostles, but in a different room. They have no names but represent types: the Greek, the Hebrew, and the Syrian. Since rumors of Christ’s
resurrection are about, they discuss the possibility while, in the streets outside, unseen by the audience but described by the Greek, a Dionysian retinue
of the more debauched variety is approaching the house. In the course of the
argument, only the Syrian shows any capacity of apprehending Christ’s resurrection, whereas neither the Greek nor the Hebrew can conceive of such a thing:
the Hebrew is sure Christ was killed, therefore He cannot be God; the Greek
thinks that Christ is God, therefore the whole crucifixion must be a sham. The
Dorian Greek who represents the epitome of classical rationale can no more
accept the noisy ecstasy of the Dionysian thiasus (a religious cortege, usually in
honor of Dionysus) than he can believe in Christ’s resurrection. He rejects the
crudity of the Dionysian cult as Asian: the Dionysian worshippers are “Asiatic
Greeks, the dregs of the population” (VPl 915). He also disapproves of the feeling of entheos, etymologically “at one with the god,” which is characteristic of
Dionysian worship (and later of Christian worship). His notion of the ideal intercourse between men and gods is the Homeric one: “When the goddess came
to Achilles in the battle, she did not interfere with his soul; she took him by his
yellow hair” (VPl 917). He favors the Olympians and their “eternal possession
of themselves” which must be duplicated by man: “Man, too, remains separate.
He does not surrender his soul. He keeps his privacy” (VPl 919). At the end
of the play, however, the masked figure of Christ appears and this shatters the
Greek’s certainties. He knows that such a miracle, like the Dionysian thiasus,
calls rationality into question and signifies the end of civilization and human
knowledge: “the human knowledge that keeps the road from here to Persia
free from robbers, that has built the beautiful humane cities, […] that stands
between us and the barbarian” (VPl 925). This world of rational achievement
is now jeopardized and, at the end of the play, the Greek exclaims: “O Athens,
Alexandria, Rome, something has come to destroy you” (VPl 931). A similar
assertion is taken up by the final chorus:
Odour of blood when Christ was slain
Made all Platonic tolerance vain
And vain all Doric discipline. (VPl 931)69

It must be said, however, that Yeats accepts Pater’s dichotomy with a reservation: if both thinkers favor the Dorian influence, Yeats sometimes turns to
Asia for a corrective. Speaking of the realistic staging of plays during Victorian
times, he states: “Had we been Greeks, and so but half-European, an honourable mob would have martyred the first man who set up a painted scene” (E&I
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225–26). And, for his plays inspired by the Ulster Cycle, Yeats describes the
ideal mask for his Cuchulain as “this noble half-Greek, half-Asiatic face […]
like an image seen in reverie by some Orphic worshipper” (E&I 221). So it
seems that for Yeats, the perfect balance between the Asiatic and the Doric
can be slightly tipped in favor of Asia, which might explain that Byzantium
still ranks high in the poet’s estimate in A Vision.70 At crucial times Yeats even
favors the Ionian. In The Player Queen, the choice of Ionian music is indeed
pivotal and comes as an ironical echo of Plato’s Republic. In this play, which is
about the defeat of the Christian era and the coming of the next pagan civilization, the aim is to encourage the begetting of a new “Messiah” on a hopelessly
chaste unicorn. The latter has to be cajoled, put in the right mood for procreation, and thus made to listen to lascivious Ionian cadences: “You will make
Ionian music—music with its eye upon voluptuous Asia […] One Dorian note
might undo us” (VPl 750). As Østermark-Johansen remarks, however, Pater,
too, is sometimes seduced by the Ionic tenderness of Praxiteles.71
Finally, Yeats’s system, developed in A Vision, exhibits the full significance
of his debt to Pater. Yeats articulates an extensive theory based on the twenty-eight phases of the moon that sets up an opposition between two types of
individuals, civilizations, and religions. Individuals or eras associated with the
dark phases of the moon, called primary or objective, only seek to serve the
world. Conversely, individuals or eras associated with the bright phases of the
moon, called antithetical or subjective, only serve themselves and are free of
the world. The primary spells out self-sacrifice and dispersion (the centrifugal) whereas the antithetical entails a recreation of the self and unity of being
(the centripetal).72 The two concepts are contrary but in Yeats’s system they
constantly alternate: each antithetical civilization arising during the brightly lit
phases of the moon is succeeded by a primary civilization arising in the dark
phases, and the latter is in turn followed by another antithetical civilization.
Of these two conflicting tendencies, the antithetical is superior and, therefore,
antithetical eras will be golden moments of culture—Greece at the time of Phidias, Byzantium at the time of Justinian and the Italian Renaissance—the same
highlights identified by Pater, with the addition of Byzantium.73 Each age, religious or historical, is preceded by its annunciation in Yeats’s system: Leda
heralds the glorious antithetical era of Greek paganism and Mary the less prestigious Christian cycle, which is considered primary.74 As we shall see, Pater
must have paved the way for Yeats’s emblematic use of Leda, for the myth of
Leda and the Swan appears severally in The Renaissance: it is first discussed as
Michelangelo’s “favorite pagan subject, the delight of the world breaking from
the egg of a bird;”75 then it is put on the same plane as Mary’s annunciation in
the enigmatic meditation on Mona Lisa.76
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In Book V in AVB, Yeats elaborates upon the alternation between various highlights of civilizations and the formless darkness that separates them;
the distinctions he draws owe much to Pater. In fact, one particular paragraph
on Greek art shows Yeats’s complete appropriation of Pater’s thesis in Greek
Studies:
Side by side with Ionic elegance there comes after the Persian wars a Doric
vigour, and the light-limbed dandy of the potters, the Parisian-looking young
woman of the sculptors, her hair elaborately curled, gives place to the athlete.
One suspects a deliberate turning away from all that is Eastern, or a moral
propaganda like that which turned the poets out of Plato’s Republic. […] Then
in Phidias Ionic and Doric influence unite and all is transformed by the full
moon, and all abounds and flows […] With Callimachus pure Ionic revives
again, […] a momentary dip into ebbing Asia. (AVB 196–97)77

In brief, the Asian mode delights in ornaments and the expression of personality (the archaic smile) whereas the Dorian influence glorifies the human body
and movement—both ideas culled from Pater.78 Consequently, Yeats, like Pater, deems that the dance is the most perfect expression of art: “Those riders
upon the Parthenon had all the world’s power in their moving bodies and in
a movement that seemed, so were the hearts of man and beast set upon it,
that of a dance” (AVB 201). In the next gloss of civilization, Byzantium, Yeats
differentiates the two trends in Byzantine art, the Graeco-Roman and the Graeco-Egyptian, the former representing Christ as a man, the latter using symbols
and ornaments precisely to avoid the man: “a bare Cross and all the rest is
bird and beast and tree […] an Asiatic art dear to those who thought Christ
contained nothing human” (AVB 204).79 Yeats further adds: “the destruction
of images [is] but a destruction of what was Greek in decoration, accompanied
perhaps by a renewed splendour in all that came down from the ancient Persian Paradise” (AVB 205). In an article published in 1928, Yeats develops this
view further by deriding Byzantine religious art, which too often presents us
with “a Christ with face of pitiless intellect or a pinched, flat-breasted virgin
holding a child like a wooden doll” and concludes: “Nobody can stray into
that little Byzantium chapel at Palermo […] without for an instant renouncing the body and all its works” (UP2 478). The Italian Renaissance of course
restores the kind of “bodily beauty Castiglione called ‘the spoil or monument
of the victory of the soul’” (AVB 212–13).80 Yeats’s undoubted master here is
Michelangelo: “His ‘Morning’ and his ‘Night’ disclose / How sinew that has
been pulled tight, / Or it may be loosened in repose, / Can rule by supernatural
right” (“Michael Robartes and the Dancer,” VP 386).81 Thus, throughout his
analysis, Yeats voices the Paterian contention that the eradication of the human
body in artistic representation corresponds to the rejection of the intellect and
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a decline in civilization. In this consideration lies perhaps the main reason for
the sway of sculpture above all other art forms: “one of the most striking facts
about sculpture [is] that nine tenths of it depicts the human body.”82
On the personal plane, Yeats’s dichotomy reads like a horoscope, for each
phase of the moon can be ascribed to an individual type, and that places the
individual either in the primary or in the antithetical orb. The primary phases
are those of the saint or reformer who are ruled by the world and give it all their
love while the antithetical phases are those of heroes and artists, intent upon
achieving perfect unity within themselves and in their work. Yeats illustrates the
distinction with a famous lapidary formula: “We make out of the quarrel with
others rhetoric, but of the quarrel with ourselves, poetry” (Myth (1959) 331).
In an ambiguous text, entitled “Diaphaneitè” (from the Greek diaphainō,
to shine through or to cast a limpid light) and added as an appendix to The
Renaissance,83 Pater seems to anticipate Yeats’s idea of a perfect human type,
characterized by wholeness of being. Pater explains that some rare individuals have reached a perfect point of balance between body and soul and perfect
peace within themselves: the example he gives of such natures is the luminous
perfection of Dante’s Beatrice. Pater calls such a personality “that fine edge of
light, where the elements of our moral nature refine themselves to the burning
point.”84 This is achieved, Pater tells us, through a happy simplicity of nature
combined with an innate sense of taste. The ideas or convictions of such beings
are never violent or sharply defined, for everything in their nature is subjected
to this fundamental unity; yet, they are capable of heroism, insight, and passion.85 However, this ideal state can only be achieved with difficulty: in order
to reach the perfect point, the “thread of pure white light,”86 we must manage
to fuse our inner dissensions, and this is why such natures are extremely rare.
The simplicity achieved by such individuals recalls the statue praised by Pater,
since the body and what Pater calls the “spiritual motive”87 are totally one: “as
(the artist) becomes nearer and nearer to perfection, the veil of an outer life not
simply expressive of the inward becomes thinner and thinner.”88
Because of the examples chosen by Pater (Beatrice, and later Charlotte
Corday),89 one is tempted to relate this ideal nature to Yeats’s friend and patron, Lady Gregory, the embodiment of aristocratic grace and learning who
indeed seems to fit Pater’s description: this type of ideal character represents
“the mental attitude, the intellectual manner of perfect culture, assumed by a
happy instinct.”90 Yeats’s eulogium of lost order and ceremony in “A Prayer for
My Daughter” (VP 403) makes clear that Lady Gregory’s life is paradigmatic of
everything the poet wishes for his daughter: “O may she live like some green
laurel / Rooted in one dear perpetual place” (VP 405). Amusingly, the contrary of this perfection for Pater is the revolutionist, whom he denounces in
retrospectively Yeatsian tones: “What makes revolutionists is either self pity,
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or indignation for the sake of others […] They who prosecute revolution have
to violate again and again the instinct of reverence.”91 Thus, Georges Danton
is fittingly opposed to Charlotte Corday.92 One is reminded of Yeats’s more vituperative poetry, his rejection of social reformers, rhetorical politicians, and
of course revolutionary women: “A Helen of social welfare dream / Climb on
a wagonette to scream” (“Why should not Old Men be Mad,” VP 626).93 However, the notion of a perfectly unified personality also finds direct application
in A Vision since such a quest is the object of the antithetical artist’s life, equally
at variance with that of reformers or revolutionists. Throughout his work, Yeats
expounds the extraordinary fulfillment of the antithetical personality that has
achieved unity: “what sweetness, what rhythmic movement, there is in those
that have become the joy that is themselves” (E&I 271). Other allusions to the
same blessed state of self-sufficiency can be read in many of Yeats’s poems:
“Nothing but stillness can remain when hearts are full / Of their own sweetness, bodies of their loveliness” (“Meditations in Time of Civil War,” VP 426).
Even though the fight for unity sounds less strenuous in Pater than in Yeats,
for whom the antithetical artist must “set his chisel to the hardest stone” (“Ego
Dominus Tuus,” VP 369), this ideal of a unified sensibility should, I think, be
traced back to Pater.94 However the struggle for unity is not always viewed as
tragic, as Yeats’s humorous definition of the poetic figure testifies: “The poet is
never the bundle of accidents and incoherence that sits down at breakfast. He
has been reborn as an idea, something intended, complete” (E&I 509).
Beauty is the main attribute of the brightly lit phases of the moon, the antithetical phases, while deformity rules the darker or primary phases. Phase
fourteen, immediately before the full moon, for instance is that of Helen of
Troy, and one of the last primary phases is that of the hunchback. Out of the
twenty-eight phases of the moon, only twenty-six admit a definite human type.
The two extreme phases—phase one, that of complete darkness, and phase fifteen, that of perfect light—are pure principles and thus beyond the natural
world. The description of phase one runs thus: “Deformed, beyond deformity,
unformed, / Insipid as the dough before it is baked” (“The Phases of the Moon,”
VP 376). Life can only begin phase two when this formless dough can be molded into something definite:
When all the dough has been so kneaded up
That it can take what form cook Nature fancies
The first thin crescent is wheeled round once more. (VP 377)

These are the characteristics of matter for Plato and Pater’s poikilia. If we turn
to the other extreme, phase fifteen, the description of that perfect discarnate
phase sounds like an aesthete’s dream: “All thought becomes an image and
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the soul / Becomes a body” (“The Phases of the Moon,” VP 214). In another
poem, this phase fifteen will be symbolized by a supernatural dancing girl, one
who “had out-danced thought” (“The Double Vision of Michael Robartes,” VP
383). The dancing body allying perfection of proportion to absolute freedom
of movement, like the riders on the Parthenon, or Pater’s Dorian dancers, has
become Yeats’s new symbol for perfect unity of being: “O body swayed to music, O brightening glance / How can we know the dancer from the dance?”
(“Among School Children,” VP 446). Placed as this is at the end of a poem
haunted by Maud Gonne, the reader is impelled to see her as the ideal dancer—
the Bacchante, sculpted by Scopas—which haunts Yeats’s work.95 The dancer
also embodies the acme of the fight against abstraction and the supreme exaltation of the human body because of rhythm: “Rhythm implies a living body,
a breast to rise and fall, or limbs that dance, while the abstract is incompatible
with life” (L 608).
It seems that for both Pater and Yeats, the material and the spiritual closely
intersect and that the artist who is in touch with a higher reality can produce
art that is magical or iconic. In “The Myth of Demeter and Persephone I,” Pater
contends that “they [symbolical representations] seem to be something more
than mere symbolism, and to be connected with some peculiarly sympathetic
penetration, on the part of the artist, into the subjects he is intended to depict.”96
In the same manner, beauty is more than physical for Pater and his statement
about Mona Lisa refers us to Yeats’s concept of beauty as a long, painstaking
process: “It is a beauty wrought out from within upon the flesh, the deposit, cell
by cell, of strange thoughts and fantastic reveries and exquisite passions.”97 In
the 1936 OBMV, Yeats was to pay a final tribute to Pater by resetting the rest of
this famous prose paragraph on the Mona Lisa into free verse and claiming for
it “revolutionary importance:”
She is older than the rocks among which she sits;
Like the vampire,
She has been dead many times,
And learned the secrets of the grave;
And has been a diver in deep seas,
And keeps their fallen day about her;
And trafficked for strange webs with Eastern merchants:
And as Leda,
Was the mother of Helen of Troy,
And as Saint Anne,
The mother of Mary;
And all this has been to her as the sound of lyres and flutes,
And lives

38

International Yeats Studies
Only in the delicacy
With which it has moulded the changing lineaments,
And tinged the eyelids and hands. (OBMV, viii)

As Jeffrey Meyers notes, “Yeats never directly acknowledged this debt (to Pater), but there is sufficient evidence in his writings to believe that the extremely
odd choice of Pater’s prose sentence as the first poem in an anthology of modern verse was itself an indirect acknowledgment.”98 Indeed, beyond the obvious
parallel between Leda and Saint Anne which corresponds to the two opposed
annunciations in Yeats’s system, Pater seems to touch upon the possibility of
metempsychosis—a theory dear to Yeats, who had followed Plato into its arcane mysteries. As the passage on the Mona Lisa suggests, beauty comes from
eons of past lives, seemingly spent in tribulations and secret, painful trafficking:
Those that we have loved got their long fingers
From death and wounds, or on Sinai’s top,
Or from those whips in their own hands. (“The Phases of the Moon,” VP 375)

If Pater merely glances at the possibility of metempsychosis and art as sympathetic magic, Yeats’s view is that of the true believer. For him, the poet as priest
is to be taken literally and art is nothing but a potent magic spell which can recreate reality. Yeats had been trained in the reproduction of images for magical
purposes early:
I had seen MacGregor Mathers paint little pictures combining the forms of
men, animals and birds, according to a rule which provided a combination
for every possible mental condition and I had heard him say […] that citizens
of ancient Egypt assumed when in contemplation, the images of their gods.
(Au 270)

Thus, the notion of a constant interaction between the ideal and the real is
central to Yeats’s production:
Nineveh was built by [its poets’] sighing; and I am certainly never sure when I
hear of some war, or of some religious excitement […] that it has not all happened because of something that a boy piped in Thessaly. (E&I 158)

At the end of “The Statues,” Yeats suggests a concrete example of this interaction. Battles such as the Easter Rising or Salamis require preternatural agency:
at Salamis, it was whispered that gods and heroes like Athena or Ajax were seen
spurring the Athenians on to the fight;99 in Dublin Pearse, a devotee of Cuchulain, had, as Yeats supposed, summoned the help of the Irish hero, who might
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have taken form and appeared among the rebels.100 Yeats, however, keeps the
mystery intact and in the last stanza raises a question to which there is seemingly no answer:
When Pearse summoned Cuchulain to his side,
What stalked through the post office? What intellect,
What calculation, number, measurement, replied? (VP 611)
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Huntington Cairns, (New York: Pantheon Books, rev. 1963), translation by Paul Shorey,
729, 786.
Pater, “The Heroic Age of Greek Art,” in Greek Studies, 112–31 and Pater, “The Marbles of
Aegina,” in Greek Studies, 149–52.
Sir Hugh Lloyd-Jones, Greek Epic, Lyric and Tragedy (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1990), 235.
Pater, “A Study of Dionysus,” 18–19, 26–27; Pater, “The Myth of Demeter and Persephone
II,” in Greek Studies, 74.
Pausanias (c. AD 110–c. 180) was a Greek geographer and traveller, famous for his Description of Greece.
Pater, “The Heroic Age,” 122. Pater writes about the palace of Alcinous in the Odyssey,
which is both gold and silver, sun and moon.
See Pater, Greek Studies, 128.
Pater, “The Heroic Age,” 118.
Pater, “The Heroic Age,” 115.
Pater, “The Age of Graven Images,” 138.
Pater, “The Marbles of Aegina,” in Greek Studies, 152. The statues used to ornament the
temple of Aphaia in Aegina, but are now found in Munich.
Pater, “The Marbles of Aegina,” 158.
Pater, “The Age of the Athletic Prizemen,” in Greek Studies, 167–75.
Pater, “The Marbles of Aegina,” 151. The Dorian slant accounts for the importance of Sparta
in Pater’s work: see Østermark-Johansen, Walter Pater, 219–20. As Østermark-Johansen
points out (179), Pater even includes a chapter on “Lacedaemon” in Plato and Platonism.
Yeats also favors Sparta in musical matters, for Sparta was renowned for its taste in music, as he knew from Plutarch who mentions the simplicity of this Dorian music, earlier
commended by Plato: “they use three notes, and are simple, but they are superior to compositions that are complex and use many notes;” David. A Campbell, ed. and trans., Greek
Lyric, vol. 2, Anacreon, Anacreontea, Choral Lyric from Olympus to Alcman (Harvard: Loeb
Classical Library, 2001), 307. Plato’s views on music can be found in the Republic, 398–403.
Yeats, who was delighted when his poetry or choric parts were sung or chanted, also seems
to favor Doric music in his recommendations: “a musician who would give me pleasure
should not repeat a line, or put more than one note to one syllable,” VP, 844. Yeats was also
a staunch admirer of Leonidas’ heroism at Thermopylae, which he extols severally in his
work: “Test art, morality, custom, thought by Thermopylae,” A Vision, 52. Thermopylae is
also alluded to in the poem “Crazy Jane on God,” The Poems, VP 512.
Loizeaux, Yeats, 152.
For a complete study of Yeats’s evolving preferences from Byzantium to the Renaissance and
Greek art, see Loizeaux, Yeats, 152–57. Ironically, one could argue a case in favor of Yeats’s
early pre-Raphaelitism as Ionic and his later sculptural poetry as Doric, thus in fact asserting a movement towards Pater rather than away from him.
Pater, “Hippolytus Veiled: A Study from Euripides,” in Greek Studies, 96.
Pater, “Hippolytus Veiled,” 96.
Yeats usually sides with the Apollonian/Dorian principle; see F. A. C. Wilson, W. B. Yeats
and Tradition (London: Macmillan, 1958), 58–62. Unlike Wilson, however, I think this
choice precludes his having culled the idea from Nietzsche’s Birth of Tragedy, for in Nietzsche the Dionysian principle is exalted and found superior to the Apollonian. Yeats
undoubtedly knew of Nietzsche’s distinction (L 402), there is no reason to suppose he

Defining Beauty: The Paterian Yeats

70.

71.
72.
73.

74.

75.
76.
77.
78.
79.

80.
81.
82.

43

espoused Nietzsche’s position, since his work seems to counter it. Besides, the very terminology Yeats favors points to Pater rather than Nietzsche: he rarely employs Apollonian and
Dionysian but prefers Ionian and Dorian. In fact the two forces, centripetal and centrifugal,
are far more pivotal in this study of two opposite tendencies in civilization than the imagined rivalry between two gods in Nietzsche’s invention. Indeed, in antiquity as well as in
Rosicrucian doctrine, Apollo and Dionysus are but two sides of the same coin, as Yeats well
knew; see Muller, “The Figure of Dionysus in the Work of W. B. Yeats” in Re-Embroidering
the Robe, 210–27. The kinship between the two gods is well-attested throughout history
and Pater, like Plato, acknowledges both Apollo and Dionysus as “inspirers and rulers over
music;” Østermark-Johansen, Walter Pater, 227.
Yeats’s position fluctuates between Ionic and Doric, since he remains partial to Callimachus
and the Ionic trend whenever he longs for anti-realistic or anti-naturalistic tendencies; see
Arkins, Builders, 159–60. Added to this, Asia in Yeats’s late career came to mean the far east
of India and China, which fascinated him as “our common mother” (E&I, 432), and was no
longer restricted to the Hellenist perspective that Asia referred to the Persian Empire.
Østermark-Johansen, Walter Pater, 236.
Loizeaux, Yeats, 189 notes the similarity of Yeats’s and Pater’s dichotomy: “both Pater and
Yeats saw […] the genius of Greek and Renaissance art [as] the centrifugal pulling against
the centripetal.”
In spite of his occasional criticism of Byzantine art, Yeats still eulogizes the Byzantium of
Justinian in AVB, 279–80, because, as I shall demonstrate, he follows Josef Strzygowski’s
distinction between the Greek and the eastern trends in Byzantine art. For the influence of
Strzygowski, see Arkins, Builders, 182–83.
Leda is the object of many references in Yeats’s work and she is mentioned in A Vision at
the beginning of “her” cycle, “2000 B. C. to A. D. 1,” AVB 267–68. Mary is rarely named
although her existence is implied in the cycle beginning at 1 AD; AVB 273. She is mostly
referred to as “His Mother,” AVB, 285, or as the Mother of God in the poem of that name,
VP, 499, or the Virgin in the play The Resurrection, VPl, 903—but only in parallel with the
other virgins, Athena and Astraea. Her name “Mary” appears mostly in Yeats’s early work
(before A Vision), such as in the poem “The Unappeasable Host,” VP, 147, because then she
is primarily the Virgin Mary of the Catholic Irish.
Pater, “Michelangelo,” in The Renaissance, 49.
Pater, “Leonardo da Vinci,” in The Renaissance, 80.
In this summary, the elaborately curly hair of the korai might be set in parallel to the abundance of women’s hair in pre-Raphaelite portraits and Yeats’s early poems.
Loizeaux refers to Edward Engelberg’s argument that Yeats’s desire for movement could be
traced back to Pater’s critical essays on Greek art; Loizeaux, The Vast Design; Yeats, 70. For
the link between rhythm and Greek sculpture, see 156–57.
Pater compares the Asiatic poikilia of early Greek art to the “exquisite art of Japan:” “Carrying a delicacy like that of nature itself […]—leaf and flower, fish and bird, reed and
water—and failing only when it touches the sacred human form, that art of Japan is not
unlike the earliest stages of Greek art as might at first sight be supposed;” Pater, “The Heroic
Age,” 130.
The quotation comes from Baldassare Castiglione, The Book of the Courtier, trans. Sir
Thomas Hoby. (London: J. M. Dent, 1956), 311.
We may recall that Michelangelo for Pater was “a master of live stone;” Østermark-Johansen, Walter Pater, 36.
Loizeaux, Yeats, 178.
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83. The text was written to be read for an undergraduate essay club at Oxford in 1864, and never
intended for publication; nevertheless Shadwell added it to The Renaissance; see Pater, The
Renaissance, 159.
84. Pater, “Diaphaneitè,” in The Renaissance, 154.
85. Pater, “Diaphaneitè,” 158.
86. Pater, “Diaphaneitè,” 158.
87. Pater, “Winckelmann,” 132.
88. Pater, “Diaphaneitè,” 155.
89. Pater, “Diaphaneitè,” 158.
90. Pater, “Diaphaneitè,” 156.
91. Pater, “Diaphaneitè,” 157.
92. Pater, “Diaphaneitè,” 158.
93. Yeats derides rhetoricians and sentimentalists in “Ego Dominus Tuus,” VP, 367, rejects
statesmen and journalists in “The Old Stone Cross” VP, 598, and scoffs at revolution in
“The Great Day,” VP, 590. Indeed, in Yeats’s philosophy, pity and humanitarian concerns are
denounced as primary. Throughout Yeats’s work Maud Gonne is decried as “pity-crazed” in
“The Circus Animals’ Desertion,” and compared to Ezra Pound in the “Prologue” to AVB
5–6, in which they are both dismissed as would-be “reformers.”
94. There are of course differences: for instance, Pater, unlike Yeats, admits the saint and the
speculative thinker as well as the artist among the putative “happy few” (AVB 155), but
in his choice of examples, he obviously favors the artist since Luther and Spinoza have to
yield precedence to Raphael (AVB 157). Conversely, Lady Gregory, whom I compared to
Beatrice, is not admitted among the better circle of antithetical personalities in A Vision and
her phase on the wheel is a primary one, phase twenty-four; see AVB, 169.
95. Norman Jeffares and A.S. Knowland point out that Aoife in On Baile’s Strand bears a strong
resemblance to many of Yeats’s descriptions of Maud Gonne: “that high laughing turbulent
head of hers;” Jeffares and Knowland, A Commentary on the Collected Plays of W. B. Yeats
(London: Macmillan, 1975), 103. Indeed, in Autobiographies, we read: “she (Maud Gonne)
walks with her laughing head thrown back” (Au, 368), and, in “Beautiful Lofty Things,” she
has “an arrogant head”; VP, 578. This is the traditional deportment of Maenads, as Yeats’s
friend, the Hellenist E. R. Dodds; see Dodds, The Greeks and the Irrational (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1973), 273: “We see this back-flung head and upturned throat in
ancient works of art.”
96. Pater, “The Myth of Demeter and Persephone I,” in Greek Studies, 62. Pater is here discoursing upon Giotto and his symbolical representations of virtues and vices.
97. Pater, “Leonardo da Vinci,” 80. See page two of this essay for the quotation from “The Only
Jealousy of Emer.”
98. Jefferys, “Mona Lisa,” 20–21.
99. Herodotus, l’Enquête, Book VI (117), Book VIII (84), edited and translated by Andrée Barguet (Paris: Gallimard, 1964), 157, 335.
100. Cuchulain is presented as an avatar of Apollo in an early draft of the poem; see Arkins,
Builders, 168.

W. B. Yeats and the Sculpture of Brancusi
Jack Quin

D

uring a stay with the art collector John Quinn in 1920, George Yeats
recalled how W. B. Yeats went through the various rooms in his New
York apartment “turning all the Brancusis over, or face down, on sofas and cushions […] All those ovoids—those smooth, curved surfaces, and
rounded figures, with their egg-shaped heads—seemed to put him off.”1 By
1920 Quinn had acquired a sizeable collection of the Romanian sculptor’s work,
including the smooth, curvilinear faces and bodies of Prometheus (1911), The
Newborn (1915), and several versions of Sleeping Muse (1909–10) and Mademoiselle Pogany (1912–13) in marble and bronze. This vignette of W. B. Yeats
rearranging the furniture, turning away the sculpted faces and hiding others
from sight altogether, is more than simply anecdotal. Constantin Brancusi’s
abstracted and geometrical “portraits” marked an unsettling watershed in the
history of sculpture. When Mlle. Pogany was first exhibited in plaster at the
1913 Armory Show it was derided by one critic as “a hard-boiled egg balanced
on a cube of sugar.”2 Yet when Ezra Pound and his companions visited the Paris
studio of Brancusi, they would exclaim “he is upsetting all the laws of the universe,” and “it isn’t like work of a human being at all,” or so Pound recounted in
his “Paris Letters.”3 On first impression the abstracted, pared-down forms that
barely resembled faces or bodies were to varying degrees ridiculed or admired.
In terms of art criticism and sculptural aesthetics, Brancusi was variously written off, rewritten, and at times overwritten by his contemporaries. In George
Yeats’s account, her husband’s later reference to the ovoids of Brancusi in AVB
was “made with a certain amount of humour,” not to be taken too seriously, and
informed by his early encounter with the ovoids in Quinn’s Central Park West
apartment.4
W. B. Yeats was deeply engaged in a substantial body of art writing around
the Romanian sculptor. Yeats referred to Brancusi’s work in AVA, AVB, and
in a neglected verse-fragment from the Cuala Press edition of the introduction to The Words upon the Window-Pane.5 The aesthetic debates glossed in
these references underscore his familiarity, and at times disagreements, with
the authoritative writing of Ezra Pound on Brancusi and modernist sculpture.
By revivifying the connections between Pound’s writing on Vorticist sculpture in the 1910s, on Brancusi in the 1920s, and Yeats’s own partial but astute
engagements with these same figures, we might complicate a prevailing Vorticist historiography of modern sculpture. The “smooth, curved surfaces, and
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rounded figures,” however unsettling or humorous, became particularly magnetic and paradigmatic in the later writing of Yeats.
I
Yeats’s most well known reference to Brancusi occurs in “A Packet for Ezra
Pound,” which was placed at the beginning of AVB. Reflecting upon his system
of gyres and recurring phases of history more than a decade after their first
conception, he writes:
Some will ask whether I believe in the actual existence of my circuits of sun
and moon […] Now that the system stands out clearly in my imagination I regard them as stylistic arrangements of experience comparable to the cubes in
the drawing of Wyndham Lewis and to the ovoids in the sculpture of Brancusi.
They have helped me to hold in a single thought reality and justice (AVB, 19).

Yeats’s comparison of A Vision’s system to the ovoids of Brancusi is at once
tantalizing and bewildering. If Yeats is thinking analogically about his writing
process—whether through gyres, circuits, cubes or ovoids—do these geometric shapes provide little more than spatial metaphors for his art? Like the
communicators in automatic writing sessions, which were also discussed in “A
Packet,” have the ovoids of Brancusi come to give Yeats “metaphors for poetry?”
(AVB 7, italics mine).
The theosophical suggestiveness of the passage, and the use of Brancusi’s
ovoids as illustrative prop, are glossed by Giorgio Melchiori, Timothy Materer,
and recently Miranda Hickman.6 However, Yeats’s analogy might flatten or ossify some of the more nuanced interpretations of modern sculpture that persist
across his oeuvre. Elizabeth Bergmann Loizeaux notes that the reference to abstract art might be a belated intervention into Vorticist writing on art.7 Detailed
accounts of the relationship between Yeats and Wyndham Lewis have shown
the depth of Yeats’s familiarity with Lewis in an inter-arts context that goes beyond his curious cubes metaphor.8 In turn, Brancusi’s importance to Yeats in an
inter-arts aesthetic and a specifically sculptural context deserve consideration.
The eponymous addressee of Yeats’s packet, Ezra Pound, might elucidate Yeats’s Brancusi metaphor.9 In the late 1920s through the early 1930s,
the ovoids of Brancusi were a shorthand for the political and aesthetic considerations formulated at length by Pound in the previous decade. Listening
to Mussolini in 1934, he was reminded of the Romanian sculptor’s carvings:
“The more one examines the Milan Speech the more one is reminded of Brancusi, the stone blocks from which no error emerges, from whatever angle one
look at them.”10 Rebecca Beasley notes that “[t]hree decades of the relationship
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between politics and the visual arts are submerged in this close reading,” and
yet it is also “an analogy whose very pervasiveness indicates the extent to which
Pound’s engagement with the visual arts has become evacuated of its history,
existing only as a repository of analogies to be manipulated at will.”11 If abstract
sculpture claimed to be apolitical, the discourse around abstract sculpture
was malleable to the ideologies of its commentators. Brancusi was notoriously
Janus-faced in his infrequent comments on his work, refusing to conform to
any particular artistic movement. “Why write about my sculptures?” he once
asked, “Why not simply show their photos?”12 This claim would foreclose the
efficacy of art writing but also the intrinsic three-dimensionality of sculpture, if
Brancusi meant it in earnest. In the absence of authoritative delineations of his
own work, Brancusi’s sculpture was appropriated and redescribed by writers
throughout the century. He was variously framed as a Modernist, Minimalist,
Dadaist, and Surrealist. That the same sculpture gave Yeats a metaphor for his
elaborate mythography and Pound an analogue to the oratory of Mussolini
underscores the malleability of abstract art in subsequent written accounts.
In The Literate Eye (2013) Rachel Teukolsky notes a common trait of art
writing from the Victorians to the Modernists in their construction of a “verbal
fantasy of visual exactitude.”13 The othering and apotheosis of the visual arts in
art criticism can misrepresent the artwork in the service of a convenient analogy. Drawing on W. J. T. Mitchell’s Picture Theory (1994), Teukolsky contends:
“Abstract art is perhaps the most obvious, most extreme case of a visual art
whose value is constructed by the words or master-narratives of critics.”14 Of
particular interest for this article is the sculptural vernacular of Pound and his
fellow Vorticists, including the sculptor Henri Gaudier-Brzeska, in the modernist little magazines of the 1910s and early 1920s, and the extent to which
their art writing dictated the terms of appreciating Brancusi’s ovoids. Sarah
Victoria Turner describes the art criticism of the Vorticists as an attempted
erasure of Victorian aesthetics, “to create a smooth, plain and neat-edged tabula rasa on which to build the foundations of a ‘new’ kind of art practice in
the twentieth century.”15 The smooth, plain, and almost featureless surfaces of
Brancusi’s work were the ideal blank slate for a radical rewriting of art. Yet
as Teukolsky and Turner note, there is an arbitrariness to what is considered
Victorian and what is elevated as Modernist in the written histories of the visual arts. By attending to Pound’s early writing on Brancusi and contemporary
sculptors a more refined understanding of modern sculptural aesthetics and
Yeats’s subsequent responses can be delineated.
The schismatic shift from modeled statuary to direct carving was principally fought on the pages of little magazines and in words more than actions.16
The title of Pound and Gaudier-Brzeska’s 1914 manifesto, “The New Sculpture,”
appropriated the masthead of a group of nineteenth-century Royal Academy
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sculptors and art writers that they condemned: Edmund Gosse, Frederic Leighton, Hamo Thornycroft, and F. W. Pomeroy. The new New Sculptors could
summarize their aesthetic in a series of epithets akin to Pound’s pithy Imagist
credos and in opposition to the old New Sculpture movement. According to
Gaudier-Brzeska, “every inch of surface is won at the point of a chisel—every
stroke of the hammer is a physical and a mental effort,”17 in contradistinction
to the industrial scale of nineteenth-century sculptural practice where it might
be said, “sculptors did not make their own sculpture.”18 The distinction between
the individual labor of the direct carver and the team of academy sculptors
working in wax to produce casts, and translating clay or plaster models into
marble, could not be clearer: “No more arbitrary translations of a design in any
material.” Gaudier-Brzeska, alongside Jacob Epstein and Brancusi, “are fully
aware of the different qualities and possibilities of woods, stones, and metals.”19
Penelope Curtis contends that a Vorticist master narrative around the
tradition of direct carving shackled early-twentieth-century British sculpture
and its subsequent historiography.20 Traditions of modeling ran concurrently and complimentarily to those of carving, despite the claims of Pound and
Gaudier-Brzeska in various Egoist and Blast polemics. Furthermore, figurative
statuary that was not merely derived from but dependent on the human figure,
was still considered modern and innovative across continental Europe. Several of Yeats’s favored sculptors for Dublin monument commissions and the
Free State coinage commission were lifelong modelers: Oliver Sheppard, John
Hughes, Carl Milles, Paul Manship, and Ivan Meštrović to name a few.21 Curtis notes that even the chief practitioners of direct carving, including Epstein,
Gaudier-Brzeska, and Brancusi, often built up their forms in clay or wax before
reproducing the work in stone or metal. Nevertheless, an opposition emerged
in Britain between modernist carving and the dated practice of modeling, an
opposition which was formalized by the Vorticist manifestos of the 1910s, the
book-length studies of Herbert Read and Adrian Stokes in the 1930s, and the
critical prose of Henry Moore and Barbara Hepworth from the 1930s–’50s. The
importance of Yeats’s overlooked commentary on the sculptors of his time and
sculptural aesthetics can be recovered by identifying the deliberate omissions
from a Vorticist historiography of sculpture, and examining the language in
which these distinctions were established between carving and modeling.
II
The classical idealism of nineteenth-century sculpture and its self-authorizing art writing were equally undermined by the “new wild sculpture” of
Epstein and Gaudier-Brzeska. According to Pound, primitive, Vorticist art “is
to be admired rather than explained. The jargon of these sculptors is beyond
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me,” and inconsequential to an appreciation of the work.22 Epstein’s contorted Female Figure in Flenite (1913) serves as a foil to an academic language of
sculpture that entrenched “beauty” in the perfect human form as the aim of
plastic art. Pound confesses, “I do not precisely know why I admire a green
granite, female, apparently pregnant monster with one eye going around a
square corner.”23 Its angularity and asymmetry cannot be validated by scales of
representative bodily beauty, but the “work permits no argument. They do not
strive after plausibility.” In an elevation of direct carving, Pound conflates the
smooth, modeled statuary of earlier sculptors with a smooth hucksterism in the
art criticism that surrounds it: “we are sick to death of plausibilities; of smooth
answers; of preachers who ‘prophecy not the deaths of kings.’”24 Epstein’s Female
Figure resists conventional expectations of realism and beauty by “the mass, the
half-educated simpering general, the semi-connoisseur, the sometimes collector, and still less the readers of the ‘Spectator’ and the ‘English Review.’”25 As
Pound’s polemic suggests, there is a war of words underway between English
art periodicals. Art critics of the academy are implicated in an entrenchment
of debased tastes through favorable reviews of modeled, monumental statuary.
For the emerging Vorticists, the universally acclaimed sculpture of the Ancient
Greeks is merely reminiscent of “cake-icing” and “plaster-of-Paris,” while the
present day “Rodin at his plaster-castiest” is overrated and derivative.
Consequently, Pound dismissed negative reviews of Epstein and GaudierBrzeska on the grounds that art writing cannot quantify or characterize the
most admirable properties of this new sculpture. In an exhibition review for
the Egoist in March 1914, Pound reaffirmed his belief that the spectator cannot
affect or even interpret abstract sculpture, writing of Epstein’s marble Group of
Birds:
These things are great art because they are sufficient in themselves. They exist apart, unperturbed by the pettiness and the daily irritation of a world full
of Claude Phillipses, and Saintsburys and of the constant bickerings of uncomprehending minds. They infuriate the denizens of the superficial world
because they ignore it. Its impotences and its importances do not affect them
[…] This work infuriates the superficial mind, it takes no count of this morning’s leader; of transient conditions. It has the solemnity of Egypt.26

Pound caricatures the prolific art critics Claude Phillips and George Saintsbury
as connoisseurs, creating their own readership of semi-connoisseurs and collectors. Pound’s claim for the apolitical status of Epstein’s birds, in a periodical
that advanced an anarchist individualist agenda under the editorship of Dora
Marsden, is suspect. Further, his insistence that Epstein’s sculptures do not
permit verbal commentary or prescribed measures of appreciation in articles
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that inaugurated a “New Sculpture” and enumerated its properties, is clearly
casuistic.
Pound’s assault on an academic language of sculpture persisted into his
early articles on Constantin Brancusi, several years after the death of Gaudier-Brzeska in the First World War. Pound saw Brancusi “doing what Gaudier
might have done in thirty years [sic] time” while also appending the sculpture of Brancusi to a Vorticist history of sculpture.27 The growing popularity
of modern European sculptors working from the model, such as the Croatian
sculptor and architect Ivan Meštrović, could be dismissed with recourse to
the legacy of Gaudier-Brzeska and the continuing work of Brancusi: “no one
who understood Gaudier was fooled by the cheap Viennese Michaelangelism
and rhetoric of Mestrovic.”28 The echo of evangelism in Pound’s coinage bundles Auguste Rodin, Aristide Maillol, and Meštrović together as second-rate
disciples of Michaelangelo and his teachings. Brancusi and Gaudier-Brzeska
represent a purer language of sculpture beyond the cheap rhetoric of sculptors
working from the model.
The pejorative “rhetoric” is connected to public appeal, an artwork that
would compel a mass audience to think or feel merely as the sculptor intended.
In a series of articles for Blast and The New Age in 1915, Pound castigated “[a]
public which has always gushed over the sentimentalities of Rodin,” promoting
Epstein and Gaudier-Brzeska instead.29 By 1921–22 Brancusi could fit within
the same formula: “he is distinct from the futurist sculptors, and he is perhaps unique in the degree of his objection to the ‘Kolossal,’ the rhetorical, the
Mestrovician, the sculpture of nerve-crisis, the sculpture made to be photographed.”30 Pound is alluding to his own favorite distinction between poetry
and rhetoric, a binary famously reworked by Yeats in Per Amica Silentia Lunae: “We make out of the quarrel with others, rhetoric, but of the quarrel with
ourselves, poetry” (CW5 8). These monumental sculptors are implicated in a
debased, rhetorical appeal to the masses and the demands of the mass-market.
Brancusi’s language of sculpture is closer to poetry than rhetoric, deserving
parity with Guido Cavalcanti and Dante in Pound’s 1921 Little Review essay,
while in his “Paris Letter” of the following January, “the serene sculpture of
Brancusi” is set “apart from the economic squabble, the philosophic wavering,
the diminishing aesthetic hubbub” of the crowd.31
Yeats’s interventions and self-positioning in these polemical exchanges
over Vorticism, sculpture, and sculptural aesthetics are subtle but can be recovered through close reading and by attending to the overlapping chronologies of
Yeats and Pound’s careers during the period. James Longenbach demonstrates
how Pound’s statements about Imagism and an emerging Vorticism were much
more assured and precise after his winters discussing symbolism with Yeats
at Stone Cottage, whether in agreement or marked disagreement.32 Recently
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Tom Walker and Lauren Arrington have shown the extent to which Yeats and
Pound’s concurrent magazine contributions in The New Weekly and The Exile
offer a dialogue or “quarrel” on poetry, politics, and inter-arts aesthetics.33
If Yeats’s comments on Vorticist sculpture in the 1910s were indirect and
uncommon, his interest and writing on other contemporary sculptors might
complicate some of the master-narratives of modernist sculpture inscribed by
Pound, Gaudier-Brzeska, and the Vorticists. Upon viewing Ivan Meštrović’s
statues for the first time at the V&A Museum in the summer of 1915, Yeats
wrote enthusiastically to Lady Gregory: “To me it seems at the moment that
they are the only sculptures I ever cared for—supernatural & heroic & yet full
of tenderness. I can think of little else. It is ‘Gods & Fighting Men’ in stone” (2
July 1915, CL InteLex). In 1926 the Croatian sculptor was chosen by Yeats and
the Free State coinage committee as one of several prospective designers for
Ireland’s new coinage. However, his letter of invitation was sent to the wrong
address and he missed the deadline for the competition “What we did or tried
to do.”34 On the same 1915 visit to London, Yeats encountered the sketches of
the British sculptor Ernest A. Cole, writing to John Quinn:
He is a thorn in the Futurist and Cubist flesh for he draws incomparably in the
style of Michael Angelo. If his sculpture which no one seems to have seen, is
as fine as his drawings, it will be like the publication of ‘Paradise Lost’ in the
very year when Dryden announced the final disappearance of blank verse (24
June 1915, CL InteLex).

This is a bold claim about a sculptor whose work Yeats had not seen and perhaps
never saw. Nor is Ernest A. Cole a household name in the canon of twentiethcentury plastic arts. Yet Yeats hoped for the revival—or revenge—of figurative
statues over early abstract sculpture. He writes in anticipation of a new generation of sculptors modeling the human form at the precise moment Ezra Pound
had declared their obsolescence. As will be seen, Yeats’s later critical and poetic
responses to the rhetoric of Pound suggest an alternative modernist model of
sculpture and “sculptural poetics,” one that is achieved by Yeats through the
same terminology employed by Pound in his art writing of the 1920s.
III
Constantin Brancusi was the subject of several articles and letters by Pound
from 1919–22, most significantly the autumn 1921 issue of the Little Review,
which featured twenty-four photographs of Brancusi’s sculpture and studio.35
His introductory ‘Brancusi’ (1921) essay was the first substantive essay on the
Romanian sculptor to appear in English, and Rebecca Beasley notes that it is
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one of Pound’s most important and influential writings on art.36 In terms of
sculptural aesthetics, Alex Potts has described the essay as “the most important
early apologia for Brancusi’s work.”37 Pound returns to his Vorticist credos of
the 1910s to begin the essay, and generally reads Brancusi under the auspices
of Gaudier-Brzeska:
‘A work of art has in it no idea which is separable from the form.’ I believe
this conviction can be found in either vorticist explanations, and in a world
where so few people have yet dissociated form from representation, one may
or at least I may as well approach Brancusi via the formulations of GaudierBrzeska, or by myself in my study of Gaudier.38

At the time of writing Pound admits to only “a few weeks acquaintance” with
Brancusi, compared to “several years’ friendship” with Gaudier-Brzeska, and
yet he insists, “I have found, to date, nothing in vorticist formulae which contradicts the work of Brancusi.”39 As Beasley notes, Pound reiterates his pre-war
assault on representational, democratic art and reaffirms his commitment to
abstract form in the essay.40 Pound restates an opposition to traditional monumental statues by praising Brancusi’s small scale works, as he did the handheld
carvings of Gaudier-Brzeska, and insisting that: “[t]he great black-stone Egyptian patera in the British museum is perhaps more formally interesting than the
statues of Memnon.” Epstein and Gaudier-Brzeska were both heavily influenced
by Brancusi when his work was first exhibited in England at the 1913 Allied
Artists’ Association. Yet if Vorticism was the lodestar for Pound’s “Brancusi”
essay, a Vorticist vernacular sat uneasily with Brancusi’s art. Pound couches his
formulations in uncertainty, reminding his readers that, “No critic has the right
to pretend that he fully understands an artist,” or that “It is perhaps no more
impossible to give a vague idea of Brancusi’s sculpture in words than to give it
in photographs, but it is equally impossible to give an exact sculptural idea in
either words or photography.”41 This of course contradicts Brancusi’s tonguein-cheek aphorism that a photograph would suffice in place of writing about
his sculptures. Yet Pound’s essay is at its most contradictory and fascinating
when it goes beyond the comfort of his earlier Vorticist formulations.
The ovoids of Brancusi are unlike anything created by Gaudier-Brzeska in
his brief career, Pound acknowledges, and “the metaphysic of Brancusi is outside and unrelated to vorticist manners of thinking.” Where Gaudier-Brzeska’s
carvings suggest a corresponding “combination of forms” in the marble and
bronze ovoids, “Brancusi has set out on the maddeningly more difficult exploration toward getting all the forms into one form.”42 Appropriately, the Little
Review’s twenty-four photographs of Brancusi’s work switch between close-ups
of single shapes and wider shots of Brancusi’s studio that showed a clutter of
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similar sculptural forms. The seemingly pell-mell assortment of ovoids and
other forms in the artist’s studio photographs are distinct from a typical exhibition of works in a gallery. Yet as Alex Potts has noted, a deliberate pattern of
corresponding shapes and forms is achieved in Brancusi’s studio photographs,
where successive versions in different materials—from rough-cut oak, to veined
and abraded marble, to polished bronze—suggest an incremental process of
abstraction by the removal of material imperfections.43 Brancusi’s fixation on
the ovoid, captured by multiple photographs in the Little Review, allows Pound
to make the case for a sculptural style that “is an approach to the infinite by
form, by precisely the highest possible degree of consciousness of formal perfection; as free of accident as any of the philosophical demands of a ‘Paradiso’
can make it.”44 Incomparable in his own art form, Brancusi is paired with Dante
and Cavalcanti in the quixotic endeavor to perfect his art. The sculptor’s ovoids
represent a higher ideal, like the glowing sphere of Dante’s Paradiso: “Perhaps
every artist at one time or another believes in a sort of elixir or philosopher’s
stone produced by the sheer perfection of his art; by the alchemical sublimation of the medium; the elimination of accidentals and imperfections.”45
Pound elaborates that from a certain angle the bronze ovoids might appear
to be lifelike or levitating. However, Pound faces his own crisis of representation when writing about Brancusi’s perfect sculpture:
In the case of the ovoid, I take it Brancusi is meditating upon pure form free
from all terrestrial gravitation; form as free in its own life as the form of the
analytic geometers; and the measure of his success in this experiment (unfinished and probably unfinishable) is that from some angles at least the ovoid
does come to life and appear ready to levitate. (Or this is perhaps merely a
fortuitous anecdote, like any other expression.)46

This is an unwanted accident of viewing the object, being caught up in its superficial “polished brass surfaces,” and being transported beyond the “thing
in itself ” to imagine something else, an experience akin to “crystal-gazing.”
It is the spectator’s attempt to describe the object in words that misleads or
misdirects his thinking. The “levitation” of an object formerly praised as nonmimetic, “free from all terrestrial gravitation,” is a fortuitous association, a
happy accident of his own language as he describes an image. If Pound reaches
for the word “levitate” to describe the ovoid’s “pure form” he must resist his
verbal virtuosity:
Crystal-gazing?? No. Admitting the possibility of self-hypnosis by means of
highly polished brass surfaces, the polish, from the sculptural point of view,
results merely from a desire for greater precision of the form, it is also a transient glory. But the contemplation of form or of formal-beauty leading into
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the infinite must be dissociated from the dazzle of crystal […] with the crystal
it is a hypnosis, or a contemplative fixation of thought.47

The “pure form” of the bronze ovoid must be dissociated from the “dazzle” of
outward physical appearances. In visual arts parlance, and in Pound’s usage,
the fortuitous “anecdote”48 means the depiction of small or extraneous incidents at the expense of the overall artwork’s unity of design. Yet Pound admits
to being momentarily seduced by these surface features, the shine of polished
bronze appearing to levitate and abandon its base. These are “transient visual
interests” that threaten or undermine the autonomy of the artwork, opening it
up to accidences or contingencies such as where the viewer happens to stand
in relation to the object, and what appears to be reflected or distorted in the
chrome surface.49
“Crystal-gazing” is one such spurious but fortuitous anecdote that emerges
in the verbal description of the appearance and effect of Brancusi’s smooth,
polished ovoids in bronze. The chipped, abraded marbles or coarse-grained
wooden sculptures avoid a hypnotic oscillation between the form and its
myriad, imagined referents that the dazzle of bronze invites. As early as 1909,
Pound’s fiancée Dorothy Shakespear recalled asking if he had ever “seen things
in a crystal?”; to which Pound answered in jest, “I see things without a crystal.”50
Pound’s reference to crystal-gazing might also be a swipe at Yeats, who
recalled his early interest in crystallomancy and other Hermetic practices in
Reveries Over Childhood and Youth (CW3 97). T. S. Eliot mocked Yeats for his
fascination with “self-induced trance states, calculated symbolism, mediums,
theosophy, crystal-gazing, folklore and hobgoblins” in The Use of Poetry and
the Use of Criticism (1933) and After Strange Gods (1934), interpreting his early poems as concerted efforts to get an equivalent trance-like experience or
self-hypnotism into verse.51 The crystal-gazing of Yeats and his circle was also
ridiculed by George Bernard Shaw and George Orwell in later years.52 And
indeed in an unpublished essay on “Brancusi and Human Sculpture” (1934),
Pound sought to dissociate Brancusi’s work from the mythical or supernatural:
The white stillness of marble. The rough eternity of the tree trunks. No mystic
shilly shally, no spooks, no god damn Celtic Twilight, no Freud, no Viennese
complex, no attempt to cure disease of the age by pasting up pimple. And no
god damn aesthetics, as the term is understood in Bloomsbury […] He (Constantin Brancusi) wanted to get all the forms BACK into one form.53

The ovoids do not represent or seek affinity with antiquated mysticism or modern psychoanalysis. According to Pound the ovoid is a solid, durable form—the
thing itself—as opposed to a fluid, durational medium that is contingent upon
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time and audience, and which adopts the attributes of things beyond itself that
it might appear to represent.
Yeats’s most sustained exercise of crystal-gazing in verse occurs in “Lapis
Lazuli.” The lapis carving, given to the poet on his seventieth birthday by Harry
Clifton, is reshaped by outside forces, whether by time or by the participation
of the viewer who might accidentally drop or damage the stone. In the final two
stanzas of Yeats’s poem, the significance of the sculpture and its referents have
changed with the passage of time. The fading of the upper parts of the lapis
from an intense blue color to white becomes a snow-covered slope in the poet’s
imagination. The various cracks and dents are interpreted as newly formed rivers and streams running through the sculpture:
Two Chinamen, behind them a third,
Are carved in Lapis Lazuli,
Over them flies a long-legged bird
A symbol of longevity;
The third, doubtless a serving-man,
Carries a musical instrument.
Every discoloration of the stone,
Every accidental crack or dent,
Seems a water-course or an avalanche,
Or lofty slope where it still snows (VP 566–67)

The sculpture in Yeats’s verse is unstable, multi-faceted, contingent upon time
and audience, and subject to erosion or erasure. The cracks, imperfections, and
faults—perhaps fault-lines—of the stone and the poem are defining characteristics of each. In the above lines the consistent abab rhyme scheme of the
overall poem is supplemented by an internal rhyme scheme: “dent” echoing
“accidental,” and the assonance of “discoloration” with “water-course,” as if to
suggest that the changing shape of the stone has reshaped, or is mirrored by the
reshaping of, the poem’s form. These are the happy accidents of viewing and
an ingenious interplay of word and image, wherein cracks can be interpreted
as watercourses and discoloration as snow. If Pound is resistant to the material
contingencies of viewing a sculpture, which might interrupt an apprehension
of its perfect wholeness or “pure form,” form unsubordinated to representation,
these accidental cracks or dents are essential features of the sculpture in Yeats’s
poem. They prove to be creatively enabling as the speaker imagines the stone
as a mountain, the imperfections as geological features. In line 45, the word
“seems” indicates the speaker’s self-conscious awareness of his role in seeing, or
making, this ideal in art. Contrarily, Pound asserts that the sculpture itself was
the locus of the ideal, eliminating accident or fancy from the contemplation
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of “pure form.” If a close reading of “Lapis Lazuli” uncovers an alternative
sculptural poetics in Yeats’s work, a more precise engagement with sculptural
aesthetics in Poundian terms and its alternatives can be traced in Yeats’s prose.
IV
Yeats’s first and lengthiest discussion of Brancusi appears in the “Dove or
Swan” section of AVA, where he appears alongside his contemporaries Wyndham Lewis, Ivan Meštrović, Pound, T. S. Eliot, and James Joyce. Throughout
“Dove or Swan,” examples from poetry, prose, painting, and particularly
sculpture are invoked to explain the sequential, if at times cyclical, “phases” of
human history. Matthew DeForrest notes that the section is preserved almost
in its entirety between AVA and AVB. This is perhaps due to what De Forrest
describes as the concreteness of “Dove or Swan,” which is “constantly grounded
in particulars and […] illustrative examples,” as opposed to “the sections that
deal in the abstractions of the more theoretical and philosophical concepts.”54
Yeats draws on a wide range of art writing, from classic tomes to contemporary
magazine articles, that discuss these artworks or illustrative examples. In the
case of modern art this inevitably means revisiting the discourses of Imagism
and Vorticism: “I discover already the first phase—Phase 23—of the last quarter in certain friends of mine, and in writers, poets and sculptors admired by
these friends” (AVA 174–75). Yeats’s commentary on “Phase 23” is bound up
in the language and discriminations of Pound’s manifestos and polemical art
writing: “It is with them a matter of conscience to live in their own exact instant
of time, and they defend their conscience like theologians” (AVA 174). Here,
Yeats is borrowing a phrase from Pound’s “A Few Don’ts by an Imagiste,” published in the Chicago-based periodical Poetry at the outset of his Imagist phase:
“An ‘Image’ is that which presents an intellectual and emotional complex in an
instant of time.”55 Before introducing Brancusi and other abstract artists, Yeats
echoes Pound’s early impressions of the sculptor’s work that, “it isn’t like work
of a human being at all.”56 In Yeats’s words: “It is as though the forms in stone or
in their reverie began to move with an energy which is not that of the human
mind.” Finally, Yeats alludes to the Vorticists’ penchant for verbally blasting
and bombarding the artists and art critics with whom they disagreed: “these
friends, who have a form of strong love and hate hitherto unknown in the arts”
(AVA 174).
Brancusi and Lewis are introduced as the prime examples of the twentythird phase and its turn towards mechanical and geometric forms:
Very often these forms are mechanical […] I think of the work of Mr Wyndham Lewis, his powerful ‘cacophony of sardine tins’, and of those marble eggs,
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or objects of burnished steel too drawn up or tapered out to be called eggs, of
M. Brancusi, who has gone further than Mr Wyndham Lewis from recognisable subject matter and so from personality […] (AVA 174)

Crucially, Yeats distinguishes between Brancusi’s “marble eggs” and his bronze
ovoids (which he miscasts as “burnished steel”), an acknowledgement of
Pound’s view that the polished bronze sought a “greater precision of the form”
abstracted from living things or recognizable, “terrestrial” referents. Yeats also
acknowledges the distinction between direct carving and modeling established
by the Vorticists: “I compare them to sculpture or painting where now the artist now the model imposes his personality,” alluding to Rodin’s Gates of Hell as
“images out of a personal dream,” and the antithesis of Brancusi and Lewis’s
impersonal, abstract artworks.
In addition to Rodin, Yeats alludes to two contemporary European sculptors who fell outside the Vorticist standards and parameters of Pound’s circle:
“of sculptors who would certainly be rejected as impure by a true sectary of this
moment, the Scandinavian Milles, Mestrovic perhaps, masters of a geometrical
pattern or rhythm which seems to impose itself wholly from beyond the mind.”
The “true sectar[ies] of this moment” echoes Yeats’s reference to his friends and
acquaintances—Pound, Lewis, Gaudier-Brzeska—who are said to be living in
their “exact instant of time” and defending their conscience like theologians (AVA
174). The impurities of a Milles or Meštrović are rejected in the same art criticism that dished out benevolent approval and promotion of Brancusi, Epstein,
Eric Gill and Gaudier-Brzeska. Yet Yeats reads these sculptors as consistent with
the sculptural practice and critical vocabularies advanced by his friends. Milles
and Meštrović are equally “masters of a geometrical pattern or rhythm which
seems to impose itself wholly from beyond the mind, the artist ‘standing outside
himself ’” (AVA 174). Consequently, Yeats calls attention to a tradition of representational art that thrived alongside and in conversation with abstraction. The
revisionist art history elaborated by Curtis and Turner identifies a wider European circle of modernist sculptors who were not tied to the dichotomy of direct
carving and modeling that persisted in Britain. Where Pound dismissed the
cheap “Michaelangelism and rhetoric of Mestrovic” in Yeats’s “Dove or Swan,”
the Croatian Meštrović and the Swede Carl Milles are deliberately paired with
Lewis and Brancusi and are set in opposition to an antecedent phase of “sculpture or painting where now the artist now the model imposes his personality”
(AVA 174). If there is an effort in Yeats’s elaborate systematizing across “Dove or
Swan” to make artists of each phase cohere, in “Phase 23” there is nevertheless a
precise reference to passages from Pound’s early art criticism and an attempt to
widen the circle of artists to which these principles applied. In Yeats’s dismissal
of a purist or true sectary’s distinction between carved and modeled statuary of
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the period, he is in curious alignment with Adrian Stokes, for whom the terms
carving and modeling became less a strict dichotomy of technical processes, but
rather discreet attitudes that sculptors and viewers brought to certain artworks
in their execution and subsequent written reception.57
Although “Dove or Swan” was largely preserved between the 1925 and
1937 versions of A Vision, this dense paragraph on the artists of “Phase 23”
was excised from the later version. A passage from the first published version
of “Packet for Ezra Pound” might explain Yeats’s reasoning for the removal.
Namely, his unease about predicting the trend of modern writers and his
successors:
It is almost impossible to understand the art of a generation younger than
one’s own. I was wrong about “Ulysses” when I had read but some first fragments, and I do not want to be wrong again—above all in judging verse. (AVB
309–10, n14)

If Yeats was uncertain about casting permanent judgments on the writing of
Joyce, Pound, and Eliot, this article has shown that the ephemeral art criticism
of Yeats’s contemporaries remained influential and central to his diagnosis of
modern sculpture. The removal of these paragraphs from AVB does not necessarily mean an indiscriminate rejection or suppression of these aesthetic
debates. The incorporation of Brancusi’s ovoids and the cubes of Wyndham
Lewis into “A Packet for Ezra Pound” suggests a compression of earlier ideas,
just as Pound paraphrased his art writing of the 1910s into what Beasley described as “a repository of analogies to be manipulated at will” by the 1930s.58
While due attention has been paid in Yeats studies to the esoteric art histories of Eugenie Sellers Strong, Josef Strzygowski, and Salomon Reinach that
informed both versions of A Vision,59 the significance of “ephemeral” art criticism by Pound, Lewis, and Gaudier-Brzeska in modernist little magazines
remains underexplored. The utility of Brancusi and his configurations in art
history remained important to the later Yeats. Beyond AVA, the abstract ovoid
served as a potent and protean image in Yeats’s schema.
In an untitled and uncollected ten-line poem from the introduction to the
1934 Cuala Press edition of The Words upon the Window-Pane, Yeats reiterates
the importance of accidence to sculpture whilst engaging directly with Pound’s
writing on Brancusi:
Let images of basalt, black, immovable,
Chiselled in Egypt, or ovoids of bright steel
Hammered and polished by Brancusi’s hand,
Represent spirits. If spirits seem to stand
Before the bodily eyes, speak into the bodily ears,
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They are not present but their messengers.
Of double nature these, one nature is
Compounded of accidental phantasies.
We question; it but answers what we would
Or as phantasy directs—because they have drunk the blood. (VPl 969)

The colossal statues in Egypt and the abstract ovoids of Brancusi bookend the
entire history of sculpture in the poem. Each sculpted work, whether chiseled
basalt or polished bronze, has the capacity to represent divine entities, to make
them seem present and palpable “before the bodily eyes” and ears. However,
these manmade images, interpreted as the spirits they represent, are also an
imaginative departure, “[c]ompounded of accidental phantasies,” answering to
the spectator, or perhaps even the believer, with what he wants to hear: “We
question; it but answers what we would / Or as phantasy directs.” The medium
alters the message by virtue of its appearance; the material, the accidental details of the object, and the misdirection of the observer’s phantasies.
The obscure poem and the play it accompanies, The Words upon the
Window-Pane, provide an exploration of séances and the veracity of spirit
mediums.60 W. B. Yeats inserted the poem-fragment into the second section
of a commentary on the play, following discussions with George Yeats about
the nature of séances and automatic writing. His conclusion that the answers
given by spirits in a séance were the collaboration of the medium and audience as active spectators speaks to his own automatic writing sessions of past
decades: “Remember how many of what seems the laws of spirit life are but the
pre-possession of the living.”61 In redrafting his commentary from 1931–32,
the ten-line poem appears as a distillation of multiple correspondences with
George Yeats on the nature of mediumship. Yet the beginning of the poem is
chiefly concerned with the means by which the sculpted medium represents
spirits. Yeats chooses precisely the materials that Pound stated an uncertainty or
resistance to in his 1921 “Brancusi” essay: the polished bright steel of Brancusi’s
ovoids as opposed to marble or wood, and the “Kolossal” figurative Egyptian
statues chiseled from basalt, opposed to the smaller “Egyptian patera in the
British Museum.”62 Where the polished bronze material of Brancusi’s ovoids
is interpreted by Pound as a means of eliminating “accidentals and imperfections,” the “bright steel” surface and its “transient visual interests”63 are seized
upon by Yeats as a model for mediumship and crystal-gazing, compounded of
“accidental phantasies.”
Yeats’s later reflection on the gyres and lunar phases in “A Packet” bears
the same mix of measured skepticism and susceptibility to fantasy expressed in
his ten-line poem from the introduction to The Words upon the Window-Pane:
“Now that the system stands out clearly in my imagination I regard them as
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stylistic arrangements of experience comparable to the cubes in the drawing
of Wyndham Lewis and to the ovoids in the sculpture of Brancusi. They have
helped me to hold in a single thought reality and justice” (AVB 19). The earlier 1929 Cuala Press volume of A Packet for Ezra Pound did not refer to the
painterly and sculptural analogies of Lewis’s cubes or Brancusi’s ovoids (AVB
325, n68). Their inclusion in AVB might be read as a compression of ideas
raised in the untitled ten-line poem on sculpture and its fantasized potential
for mediumship.
Despite Pound’s objections in the “Brancusi” (1921) and “Brancusi and
Human Sculpture” (1934) essays, the natural vocabulary of abstract art was
spiritualist in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. “I was made to
look at a colmetric form and then, closing my eyes, see it again in the mind’s
eye,” recalled Yeats on the trance techniques taught in the Order of the Golden
Dawn; “I was then shown how to allow my reveries to drift, following the suggestion of the symbol” (Mem 27). Evidently, Yeats embraces his own “fortuitous
anecdotes” and associations that emerge in the contemplation of Brancusi’s abstract ovoids turned symbols. If this implies an unorthodox reading of Pound’s
polemics, Yeats’s art writing contributions and poem on Brancusi nevertheless complicate a prevailing narrative of modern sculpture, offering one of
many approaches to the inter-arts aesthetics of the period that resist the elision of Modernism with Vorticism. Taken together, Yeats’s commentaries seek
to reclaim “accident,” “crystal-gazing,” and the beholder’s fancy, or fantasy, for
the language of sculptural aesthetics. Mina Loy’s free verse poem “Brancusi’s
Golden Bird,” published in The Dial one year after the Little Review’s Brancusi number, suggests another poetic response to Pound’s writing on Vorticist
sculpture and photography.64 The range of appropriations and inversions of
Pound’s sculptural vernacular during his lifetime and by his contemporaries
indicates a more diverse visual culture in the Modernist period. Yeats’s infamous description of Pound in the opening of “A Packet” does not foreclose the
possibility of a cross-fertilization of aesthetics, or indeed sculptural poetics. In
recent Yeats criticism the characterization might emblematize their paradoxical inter-arts exchanges: “Ezra Pound, whose art is the opposite of mine, whose
criticism commends what I most condemn, a man with whom I should quarrel
more than anyone else if we were not united by affection” (AVB 3).
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Reviewed by James Moran

M

onty Python’s 1979 film The Life of Brian famously finishes with a
crucifixion scene, during which the victims dangle from their crosses whilst singing the upbeat ditty, “always look on the bright side of
life.” The movie was banned in Ireland, and Terry Jones later commented, “I’m
not sure if I have made a good film if the Irish don’t ban it.”1 However three
decades later, in 2011, the play Jerry Springer: The Opera received a rather different reaction when staged at Dublin’s Grand Canal Theatre. Jerry Springer
features the Christ figure describing his time “crying out, crying out on the
cross,” to which the character of Satan responds:
Always with the crucifixion. Whatever. That was 2,000 years ago, instead of
banging on about it why don’t you get over it, and give us all a fucking break?
Enough of this shit; get on with it.2

While Jerry Springer triggered some comparatively low-key walk-outs at the
Grand Canal Theatre, the applause was generous and the muted protests
proved far less extensive than those that greeted the play in Britain, where the
evangelical group Christian Voice organized large-scale demonstrations and
55,000 people wrote to the BBC to object to the play’s television broadcast. The
satirical passion play, imported from abroad, could obviously be used, then, as
a barometer of changing religious and cultural attitudes in Ireland.
In her illuminating, original, and well-written monograph, Irish Drama,
Modernity and the Passion Play, Alexandra Poulain now reminds us that the stories of the passion and death of Jesus Christ—and particularly parodic retellings
of the story—are also a recurring feature of home-grown Irish drama. Poulain
shows that the narrative of Christ’s passion emerges in Irish theatre as a perennial
theme, just like that of the “poor old woman,” say, or the “strangers in the house.”
Poulain begins her study with the description of the crucifixion as:
Intrinsically theatrical: the cross is not just an instrument of torture, but a vertical stage on which the tortured body is displayed. In the Christian narrative,
the logic of crucifixion, originally intended as a display of Roman imperial
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power, is reversed to the benefit of the victim. By theatricalising his willing
sacrifice, the consenting, martyred body on the cross becomes the subject of
his own dramaturgy, and testifies to his own sufferings and those inflicted on
silenced others. (2)

Such a view of Calvary leads Poulain to see Christ’s crucifixion as belonging in
a comparable area of performance to that of much modern drama. She looks
to Peter Szondi, whose influential study Theory of the Modern Drama identifies a “crisis” that happened in drama in around 1880. At this point, Szondi
argues, the alienated subjects of modernity and their social ideas could not be
adequately contained by the Aristotelian form, and so writers including Ibsen, Strindberg, Maeterlinck, and Hauptmann unknowingly introduced epic
elements to their works. Szondi describes how: “From the dramatic point of
view […] the category ‘action’ is replaced by ‘situation’ […] It is this distinction
that lies being the rather paradoxical term drame statique, which Maeterlinck
coined for his work.”3
Poulain takes her cue from Szondi, making the broad case that the death
of Christ on the cross, when viewed theatrically, coheres with something like
Szondi’s view of drame statique. She declares that a passion play can be seen
“as a specifically modern, highly self-conscious form which reflects on its own
optical structure” (6), and in such a drama:
Paradoxically, there is both less and more to see on the stage: less action, and
the action is no longer geared towards the inevitable catastrophe which, very
often, has already taken place when the drama begins; yet more, because the
spectator’s imaginative gaze is allowed to probe beyond the surface of the visible into the spirit-world, and to explore all the (spiritual, emotional, political)
resonances of the past catastrophic event. (3)

For Poulain, then, the “emphasis on optics, and on the subjective gaze of the
spectator, inscribes the genre [of the passion play] firmly within the cultural
matrix of modernity” (5). Her chronological focus is therefore upon versions
of the passion narrative that have appeared in Irish drama since the time of the
Irish literary revival until roughly the present day.
Of course, by tethering the genre to modernity in this way, Poulain does
acknowledge that she potentially restricts her range of theatrical examples.
For example, Irish Drama, Modernity and the Passion Play largely excludes the
many earlier nineteenth-century Irish melodramas that feature a hero-martyr
as a refigured version of Christ. The study excludes those ritual re-enactments
of the Christian passion staged in Catholic communities as part of the Easter
season, and the book excludes re-mountings of plays written in earlier periods that might contain elements of the passion narrative. Occasionally this
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means that some notes that Poulain may have struck are missed. For example,
Shakespeare’s Richard II has a title character who conspicuously sees his fate as
paralleling that of Christ (“he in twelve, / Found truth in all but one: I in twelve
thousand, none […] you Pilates / Have here delivered me to my sour cross”),
and Frank Benson’s company impressed Dublin—and especially Yeats—by
delivering the play between 1897 and 1901.4 To what degree might Yeats’s
characters have been influenced by Richard-as-Christ? If Poulain’s publishers
had allowed her more space, such theatrical interconnections could have been
probed in greater depth. It is also notable that a disproportionate number of
those described as giving satirical retellings of the passion (J. M. Synge, George
Bernard Shaw, Seán O’Casey, W. B. Yeats, Lady Gregory, Samuel Beckett) themselves emerged from the sola-scriptura world of Irish Protestantism rather than
the more physical Corpus-Christi realm of Irish Catholicism. A longer study
might have explored how such confessional differences may have affected the
kind of passion plays that her selected authors ended up producing.
Nonetheless, by keeping a tighter focus on roughly twenty plays first staged
between 1907 and 2009, Poulain is able to examine the chronological development of the passion play in the work of well-known Irish dramatists, and to
advance a central—and compelling—argument that these playwrights:
use the Passion narrative in order to expose the unseen violence exerted by
various institutions, power structures and ideological constructs (state nationalism and Republicanism, the Catholic Church, capitalism, patriarchy,
the grand narrative of modernity and its disciplinary apparatus) on marginalized individuals and communities in post-revolutionary Ireland. (11)

Here Poulain draws ably and convincingly on the work of Slavoj Žižek and
David Lloyd, both of whom have emphasized that, in addition to specific instances of violence such as crime and terror, there is a continual background of
violence which is not usually perceived as such, but which serves to advance the
smooth operation of dominant economic and social systems. Hence, at Easter
1916, the violence initiated by Patrick Pearse, James Connolly, and the other
rebels was easily identified as such in the newspapers, but the ongoing situation
of Dublin at the time (in which families lived in tenement poverty, children
died from preventable diseases, women were widely treated as second-class
citizens, and many citizens felt compelled to emigrate) was recognized as the
ongoing, “normal,” peaceful state of things. As Poulain sees it, a writer using
the structure of the passion play might set about “changing the conditions of
visibility of violence and bringing to light the normally ‘unspectacular’ violence
of the modern state” (19).
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Poulain therefore advances a notably sympathetic view of Pearse’s theatrical work. In her study, Pearse is no misty-eyed and suicidal idealist, penning
derivative, sexually disconcerting, or somewhat twee religious narratives.
Rather, he is a political activist who set about staging “the reality of the balance
of power in the colonial relationship” (46). Poulain looks in particular at the
final scene of Pearse’s last play The Singer, with its vision of the isolated rebel
declaring, “One man can free a people as one Man redeemed the world. I will
take no pike, I will go into the battle with bare hands. I will stand up before the
Gall as Christ hung naked before men on the tree!”5 As Poulain puts it:
[…] the key phrase here is “before men.” Only this act of theatrical consciousness-raising will create the conditions of future revolution carried out by the
whole nation. Neither Pearse nor his idealized self-image MacDara is impractical or pathologically given over to the death-wish; on the contrary, in the
final moments before the Rising, Pearse sought to find the most practical way
of serving the cause of revolution. (46)

By contrast, Yeats felt far more ambivalent about the Easter Rising, and Poulain
moves on to argue that his subsequent version of the passion play is an attempt
to articulate his disquiet. Critics including Masaru Sekine and Christopher
Murray have praised Yeats’s play Calvary for being a spiritual rather than a political piece, and others such as A. Norman Jeffares and Charles I. Armstrong
have highlighted the way that Calvary points backwards to Oscar Wilde’s 1894
prose poem “The Doer of Good.” But Poulain takes a different tack, reminding
us that Calvary was actually written shortly after Yeats’s 1916 play The Dreaming of the Bones, and was originally conceived as being a drama in which “a
Sinn Feiner will have a conversation with Judas in the streets of Dublin” (54).
With this context in mind, Poulain proposes that Calvary potentially “rewrites
the Easter Rising as an ironic Passion play, constructing Christ as a figure of
the rebel whose sacrifice fails to redeem those who ask nothing of Him, and
remain unconvinced by His vision” (55). In this suggestive reading, Yeats’s play
therefore becomes an early example of a number of Irish dramas that retell the
passion narrative in order to question the validity of Irish revolution, and to ask
searchingly about what kind of Ireland such activities might be bringing about.
Poulain’s book then goes on to give increasingly persuasive readings of the
way that various later plays from the twentieth-century canon revisit the passion play in order articulate a profound dissatisfaction with the injustices of
Ireland after 1916. For example, Saint Joan is Shaw’s “oblique comment on the
Easter Rising, arguing for an inclusive definition of the nation against the simplistic identification of nationalism with Catholicism” (78). Brendan Behan’s
The Hostage sets about “exposing the violence of the historicist narrative of the
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nation” (143), and Thomas Kilroy’s The Death and Resurrection of Mr Roche
and Talbot’s Box “make visible the concealed violence of enforced conformity
in modern Irish culture” (180).
In this way, Poulain presents a revealing portrait of the evolving Irish state
by drawing upon an assortment of canonical theatre texts, although as the analysis continues she does eschew some of the more obvious primary examples
that one might expect to find in this study. For example, we might have expected the volume to conclude by discussing John Michael McDonagh’s 2014
film Calvary, or his brother Martin’s 2003 Tony- and Olivier-award winning
play The Pillowman, which features the disturbing story of “The Little Jesus:”
(The parents place a heavy cross on the girl’s back. She walks around with it in
pain). So they made her carry a heavy wooden cross around the sitting room
a hundred times until her legs buckled and her shins broke […] (The parents
nail her to the cross and stand it upright). And then they nailed her hands to
the cross and bent her legs back around the right way and nailed her feet to
the cross and they stood the cross up against the back wall and left her there
while they watched television […]6

That section of Martin McDonagh’s play echoes Pearse’s Christological writings, and also blames “the state” for placing this murdered crucified child with
the abusive foster parents who kill her—instances that could potentially have
dovetailed with Poulain’s overall thesis. But, rather than mentioning such a
well-known example, Poulain finishes with a far less familiar play (also set in
an Orwellian dystopia), Lloyd’s 2007 play The Press, which has only ever been
presented to the public through stage-readings and a performance at Liverpool
Hope University. Poulain includes Lloyd’s (so far unpublished) text because it
apparently uses the passion narrative in order to indict the repressive violence
of the British state in the north of Ireland. But the discussion of Lloyd’s playwriting also serves a broader function. In Irish Studies, Lloyd is of course well
known as a first-rate critic rather than as a dramatist: yet by highlighting his
dramatic writing in this way, after having drawn attention to his theoretical
writing earlier in the volume, Poulain quite brilliantly shows how the creative
and critical enterprise might work hand-in-hand. In Irish Drama, Modernity
and the Passion Play, then, the counter-intuitive decision to analyze Lloyd’s
script shows how the process of playwriting and the process of critical analysis
might still be two sides of one Irish coin, many years after Yeats.
Another point where Poulain avoids the obvious, to illuminating effect, is
in her treatment of Beckett. Most readers of her book will likely already know
the way images of crucifixion pervade Beckett’s best-known drama, and Poulain is keen to avoid retreading old ground here. She therefore avoids discussing
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Beckett’s stage plays, in favor of analyzing three relatively unfamiliar radio
works (Rough for Radio II, Words and Music, and Cascando). This selection
allows Poulain to ask how the passion play might work when outside the theatron, outside the place where violence can be made visible. Here, then, Poulain
potentially unveils a rich vein for future researchers who might wish to say
more about the visibility of the body in pain. Specifically, given that the image
of Christ-on-the-cross foregrounds the suffering of the adult male body, there
may be more to say about the way that, in the late-twentieth and early-twentyfirst centuries (which are passed over reasonably briefly by Poulain) a form of
movement-based, non-literary passion play emerged in which the suffering of
other bodies became central. In the UK this included the groundbreaking performance of Strange Fish by DV8, with its female Christ-on-the-cross, whilst
in Ireland we have seen performances such as Brokentalkers’ The Blue Boy or
ANU’s Laundry using images of the passion in order to draw attention to abuse
of women and children.
Overall, then, Irish Drama, Modernity and the Passion Play is a rich and absorbing study. It deserves to be read with attentiveness, and has the potential to
motivate a great deal of further research. Poulain draws connections between
Irish theatrical scripts, modern political injustices, and a 2,000-year-old story,
in order to create a volume that is both illuminating and thoughtprovoking.
Notes
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

Quoted by Julian Doyle, The Gospel According to Monty Python (Sarasota: First Edition,
2014), ebook version at https://www.lehmanns.de/shop/kunst-musik-theater/305172539781622876204-gospel-according-to-monty-python.
Jerry Springer: The Opera, by Richard Thomas and Stewart Lee, Twentieth Century Fox
DVD, 2005.
Peter Szondi, Theory of the Modern Drama, ed. and trans. Michael Hays (Cambridge: Polity,
1987 [1956]), 32.
Shakespeare, The New Oxford Shakespeare: The Complete Works, eds. Gary Taylor, John
Jowett, Terri Bourus, and Gabriel Egan (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), 904–05.
Pádraic Pearse, The Singer in Plays, Stories, Poems (Dublin: Talbot Press, 1966), 1–44: 43.
Martin McDonagh, The Pillowman (London: Faber, 2003), 70.

A Review of Meeting Without Knowing It
Alexander Bubb, Meeting Without Knowing It: Kipling and Yeats at the Fin de Siècle
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), hardback and ebook, pp. xv+272,
ISBN 9780198753872.

Reviewed by Ragini Mohite

A

lexander Bubb’s monograph, Meeting Without Knowing It: Kipling and
Yeats at the Fin de Siècle, is a detailed study of two authors with striking similarities. Born six months apart in 1865, William Butler Yeats
outlived Rudyard Kipling by three years. Both were recipients of the Nobel
Prize in Literature, with Kipling receiving it in 1907, and Yeats in 1923. Despite
having never interacted with each other personally, Yeats and Kipling make
good subjects, due to the commonalities in their artistic upbringings, their interest in folklore, their preoccupation with image, heroism, and mythologies,
their shared acquaintances, and their certain knowledge of the other’s literary
and cultural standing. Compelling and conscientious, the chapters of Bubb’s
book follow a roughly chronological pattern, beginning with the authors’
childhoods and concluding when the two men were in their mid-thirties and
established writers of the fin de siècle. These imposing figures are situated
within the fabric of artistic and political debate during the final decades of the
nineteenth century, highlighting the often-obscured connections among its
cultural voices. This book carries out a reappraisal of the lives and oeuvres of
both Yeats and Kipling using a rich archival apparatus and a keen historicist
approach. Bubb’s methodology allows him to connect the fin de siècle and its
literature to both its Romantic predecessors and its modernist inheritors such
as T. S. Eliot and James Joyce.
The early chapters are concerned with the provincial beginnings of Yeats
and Kipling in the landscapes of Ireland and India respectively. Posed between Sligo and Dublin, and Bombay and Punjab, the Anglo-Irish Yeats and
the Anglo-Indian Kipling were “marginalized within marginal communities”
(89). Bubb discusses the processes by which Yeats and Kipling write their
home spaces, throughout their own periodical and geographical distancing
from these spaces. In doing so, they engage with the Romantic lyric, and Bubb
examines their reworking of this genre, especially how their use of reverie is
influenced by their predecessor, William Wordsworth. Identifying Yeats and
Kipling as “border writers,” Yeats’s tower home in “A Prayer for my Daughter”
becomes the site of reverie similar to Coleridge’s “Frost at Midnight;” therefore, “to possess border vision is to be habitually self-reflexive, self-examining,
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and both Kipling and Yeats used confession or monologue to dramatize their
liminal nature” (91). Yet, both authors face the tensions of making such private
spaces public.
Upon their arrival in London, Yeats and Kipling become intricately bound
in the web of acquaintance and influence that prevailed in the fin de siècle,
most strikingly through G. K. Chesterton; through Richard Le Gallienne’s
novel Young Lives (1898); and through the powerful facilitation of W. E. Henley, who in his role as editor of the Scots (later National) Observer published
several works by both authors including Kipling’s Barrack-Room Ballads
(1890) and Yeats’s The Celtic Twilight (1893) and The Secret Rose (1897), thus
playing an important role in their rising literary fame. Henley recognized both
authors’ ability to be “purist and populist, combining elite standards with social influence” (143), and he held Yeats’s Celtic work in high esteem for its
engagements with the supernatural, its “heroic accent” (quoted in Bubb 144),
and its imagery. Bubb not only navigates these literary networks in detail, but
is also attuned to the number of echoes and tensions in the literary works
of his subjects. Yeats and Kipling’s works reflect a concern with “the power
and influence of concrete symbols,” dreams and the occult, and with notions
of manhood and action (92). In discussing Theosophy, Bubb acknowledges
that Kipling shares in Yeats’s use of the Blakean term “Daemon” and while his
approach was more straightforward than Yeats’s conflict-based dualism, “the
impact esoteric religion made upon Yeats was fundamentally Kiplingesque”
(103). And while reviewers and critics had an impact on the public image particularly of Yeats the poet, these authors display a preoccupation with image,
each dedicating their autobiographies to readers and friends. These notions of
image-making are subtly crafted through the voyages taken by them. Kipling’s
sea voyage around Asia not only gave him a larger perspective on India but
also charted the shift from being a provincial colonial to an ideological imperialist, fearful of rootlessness. It was upon arriving in the United States in
November 1903 that Yeats spoke about Kipling.
Bubb focuses on the complementary trajectories of both authors but also
powerfully investigates the specific moments of creative and ideological divergences. The most significant ideological divergence that emerges is during the
Boer War (1899–1902), which had an impact on the anti-imperialist movement in Ireland and was a period that sparked fiery political involvement by
Yeats alongside the pro-Boer Maud Gonne and Lady Gregory. Kipling, on
the other hand, undertook the role of an active British propagandist upon
his arrival in Cape Town in 1900. These ideological differences between Yeats
and Kipling are foregrounded through the Irish Question, alongside the recognition that Henley’s “Tennysonian hatred of the ‘mob’ and opposition to
universal franchise” were “in principle attractive” to both authors (147). The
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book increasingly recognizes the interweaving of artistry and political impact,
and identifies both authors’ desire for their lyrics to be communally sung as
part of this intervention. The penultimate chapter, “Plotting and Scheming: Experiments towards a Modern Mythology,” makes apparent the authors’ shared
interests in folklore made modern and their innovations in bardic ballad traditions, through Kipling’s short stories and Yeats’s prose work Mythologies. Their
novelistic endeavors—Kipling’s The Light that Failed (1891) and Yeats’s John
Sherman (1891)—are distinct in their demand for climactic resolutions and
the dissolution of antinomies. These literary efforts reflect their concerns with
Ireland and India’s fraught relationship to Empire, but also that of pre-modern
cultural histories to modern polity. Bubb manages to connect these discourses
on art, political affiliation, and social networks across his chapters while identifying their temporal specificity. He further writes: “as translators, their work
is premised on cultural authenticity, but as romancers in their own right their
concern is with the evasive truth of art. The political projects that they were
steadily shaping would depend on both techniques” (171).
The final chapter, “Authority: 1896–1906,” also discusses the political
commitments that divide these two authors irrevocably. However, Yeats’s and
Kipling’s political approaches share an element of ambivalence, and Yeats particularly frequently took on a political voice while disavowing politics. Significant
to this discussion are Yeats’s reaction to the death of Charles Stewart Parnell
and Kipling’s friendship with Cecil Rhodes, two figures who helped identify
the authors’ differing notions of heroic figures. Kipling may have perceived
in Rhodes an expression of the maternal, Celtic quality, and Bubb anticipates
Yeats’s twentieth-century work in writing that “this identification with authoritarian personalities ties in with each man’s growing anti-democratic bias”
(213). The satirical periodicals and caricatures such as Max Beerbohm’s caricature of 1913 (which features on the cover of this book) also had a role to play in
the publicized rivalry of Yeats and Kipling, in addition to impacting their individual posturing in the publicity machine. The two authors ultimately become
figureheads for the critics’ aesthetic debates and are posited as the harbingers
of cultural renovation and literary modernization. Bubb argues that this tactic is exacerbated by the recognition of their obvious similarities. Instead, he
contends: “comparison was never the object in a discussion that was not really
about poetic worth, but instead concerned with the position of authority for
which each author was implicitly competing” (218). The end of the Boer War
in 1902 and the Liberal electoral victory of 1906 are the markers of Kipling’s
movement to the political margins, while Yeats would go on to scale further
artistic and political heights as a Nobel laureate, author, and Free State senator.
Lastly, Bubb remarks that each of the authors located their “most intemperate fantasies not onto the degraded metropole both had resented, but onto the
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other’s homeland,” and their fraught relationships with place and politics speak
through the literature that he closely examines (240). Highlighting the underacknowledged yet evidently important dynamic between Yeats and Kipling in
their capacities as authors and public figures, this monograph is rich in content
and expression, and is a welcome addition to the study of Yeats and Kipling as
part of the intricate fabric of fin de siècle cultural production.

A Review of Ireland’s Immortals:
A History of the Gods of Irish Myth
Mark Williams, Ireland’s Immortals: A History of the Gods of Irish Myth (Princeton,
N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2016), hardback, pp. xvi+578, ISBN 9781400883325.

Reviewed by Clare Downham

T

he purpose of Mark Williams’s book is “to trace the divinities of Irish
mythology—most frequently known as the Túatha Dé Danann […]
from the Early Middle Ages through to the present” (xiii). The author
writes as a literary critic rather than a historian, and this explains both the
book’s strengths as well as its weaknesses. There is a sophisticated awareness
in the book that the divine characters of literature bear a tenuous relationship
with the gods of pre-Christian Ireland, and the representation of deities reflects
the cultural mores of each passing generation. Nevertheless, the volume may
disappoint some readers who are beguiled by the sub-title “A History of the
Gods of Irish Myth” only to discover that “It is not intended to be a complete
history of the supernatural beings of Irish tradition […] nor is it intended as
a contribution to comparative mythology or the history of religions”(xiv). The
book focuses in depth on an important but small range of texts and art works,
which represent different historical phases of interest in Irish deities. Williams
achieves this goal with panache, providing a wonderful range of new insights
into the sources he has selected.
The chapters cover a wide arc of Irish history. Chapter One considers
the religious background of the Iron Age and the process of Christianization and takes account of recent scholarship. The next chapter considers two
well-known early narratives involving otherworldly figures—“The Adventure
of Connla” and “The Voyage of Bran”—which are assigned an eighth-century date, although some scholars have argued an earlier date for the former.
Moving forward chronologically, Chapter Three explores two ninth- or tenthcentury sagas, “The Wooing of Étain” and the second “Battle of Moytura,”
where supernatural elements loom large. In the eleventh and twelfth centuries
the synthesis of Irish origin myths in “The Book of Invasions of Ireland” combined mythology and identity, and this complex text is discussed in depth in
Chapter Four. The two chapters on late medieval Irish literature are particularly
innovative in their consideration of “The Colloquy of the Elders” and “The
Fosterage of the House of Two Vessels.” Additionally, the well-known story of
“The Tragic Deaths of the Children of Lir” is considered alongside “The Tragic
Deaths of the Children of Tuireann.” The final medieval text to be discussed
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is the fifteenth-century “The Battle of Ventry,” where the identity assigned to
supernatural figures is interpreted as a coded call for accommodation between
people of Gaelic and English identity in Ireland.
The second part of the book deals with modern conceptions of the gods.
Chapter Seven leaps to eighteenth- and nineteenth-century discussions of
Irish deities in English literature. Chapter Eight explores the writings of W. B.
Yeats and George Russell, while Chapter Nine deals with the Celtic Revival
in Scotland, providing intriguing insights into the literary figure “Fiona Macleod” (William Sharp) and the painter John Duncan. Chapter Ten discusses a
broader range of writers who have sought to combine elements of Irish myth
with Eastern philosophy, while the penultimate chapter looks at twentiethcentury representations of the God Óengus and the portrayal of Irish gods in
different contexts, ranging across classical music, fantasy and children’s literature, and twentieth-century paganism. Chapter Twelve provides concluding
thoughts and considers the recent vandalism of John Sutton’s life-size statue
of Manannan mac Lir near Limavady, County Derry, which demonstrates that
controversy still surrounds depictions of Irish otherworldly figures. Few scholars could be as skilled as Williams in evaluating such a wide range of material
from Old Irish texts to near-contemporary sculpture. The resulting read is both
engaging and richly informative. It is testament to the engaging nature of the
book that I enjoyed it so much but also felt frustrated by it at times.
One quibble is that the focus on a narrow selection of sources inhibits a
full understanding of the broader context in which artists in different centuries
sought to interpret the Irish gods. It is disappointing that arguably the most
famous epic of early medieval Ireland, Táin bó Cuailnge, is not discussed at
length, a decision that the author recognizes as being controversial (490). One
of the most striking early texts on kingship and the supernatural, Baile in Scáil,
receives little mention. Furthermore, the large body of dindshenchas and the
vast corpus of bardic poetry are only touched on very briefly (248, 115–17,
182–84, 348). Given the dedication of chapters of the book to the Celtic Revival, the lack of detailed discussion around the figure of Cú Chulainn or the
notion of a sovereignty goddess1 seems surprising, as these were rallying figures in the call for Ireland’s independence. When it comes to modern culture, I
would question the validity of distinguishing between high and popular culture
(434, 496). Popular manifestations of interest, such as folklore (which offers an
abundance of material on immortal beings both in the English and Irish language) and contemporary videogames, are excluded. Of course, to have written
a comprehensive history of “Ireland’s Immortals” would be a gargantuan task,
but this book appears to skirt around some of the most popular topics and
major sources. The overall impression is a set of interesting case studies, rather
than a cohesive “History of the Gods.”
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The book sometimes displays an outsider’s perspective on Ireland. The fact
that “Ireland’s Immortals” were not originally conceived as a pantheon like
the Germanic or Greco-Roman gods and acknowledged as such in medieval
literature is viewed as an “oddity” (xv). Similarly, that the Irish gods do not
gather in a single abode like Asgard or Mount Olympus is also regarded as an
“oddity” (30). Surely what is normal and what is odd here are a matter of perspective. The Irish penchant for localized nature deities and shadowy figures of
over-arching significance, rather than a Germanic or classical family of clearly delineated deities with distinct attributes, is not (in the present reviewer’s
mind) “odd,” for it bears comparison not just with other Celtic-speaking lands
(10–11) but also with various other polytheistic religions. It is almost as if the
Irish divinities are being measured up to an exterior standard and found to be
irritatingly vague (5, 38).
There is also a tendency to downplay pan-Celtic influences on Irish myths
and to highlight British or Anglo-Irish influence. These arguments would be
more persuasive if they were better situated in the context of earlier historiography. The evidence for the wide geographical range of some deities across
Celtic-speaking lands in prehistory is not discussed at length. Doubt is cast
on the significance of Lug, whose name is linked with various Continental
place-names, by citing a secondary source—but without any explanation of its
content (17). The suggestion is made that the development of core figures in the
Irish pantheon, including Dagda and Nuadu, came about through RomanoBritish influence (12, 36–38), while other deities including Anu and Lir grew
in significance (if they were not entirely invented) in a post-conversion context
(189–90, 255, 326). The author hints at a perceived religious evolution from
multiple local deities towards a small, organized pantheon, but within the history of religions the teleology of an evolutionary model, with its embedded
notions of progress, may be challenged. The crafting of a “proper mythology”
for Ireland is largely attributed to Yeats (334–35). The second part of the book
is concerned with the recasting of Irish mythological figures in modern English
literature in Scotland and Ireland. However, these chapters eschew discussion
of post-medieval literature in the Irish language, and I would suggest that this
exaggerates British and Anglo-Irish influence in the history of the Irish gods.
Finally, I would take issue with a few points relating to early history. The
idea that Brigit was a goddess who was turned into a saint is not debated (483),
but should have been. Thomas Charles-Edwards is one of the scholars who
have suggested otherwise, and it cannot be regarded as a closed case.2 I disagree
with the statement that St. Patrick’s writings “tell us next to nothing…about
the non-Christian beliefs and practices” (12) as, apart from reference to idols,
Patrick’s Confessio does offer insights into women throwing gifts as offerings,
which could reflect pre-Christian practice. St. Patrick mentions honey being
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offered as a sacrifice and the notable ritual of male nipple-sucking, which Patrick refuses to do out of reverence for the Christian God. The Battle of Clontarf
was fought in 1014, not 1016 (78).3 Viking wars in Ireland did not end in the
late tenth century (128). The notion that being “more or less naked from the
waist down” was “standard non-aristocratic Irish dress” seems to owe more
to medieval anti-Irish propaganda than reality (119).4 Of course, it’s easy for
a reviewer to be nitpicky when their own area of expertise matches a small
sub-section of the overall work. What is really impressive in this book is Mark
Williams’s ability to bring together modern English and medieval Irish literature to see how Irish deities have been represented at different times. It is a
beautifully written analysis, bursting with ideas and new insights, and it deserves to be an influential monograph in the study of Irish myths.
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i.e., a female deity representing Ireland or its earlier constituent kingdoms.
T. M. Charles-Edwards, “Brigit (439/452–524/526),” Oxford Dictionary of National Biography (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004). http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/3427.
See most recently Noel Kissane, Saint Brigid of Kildare: Life, Legend and Cult (Dublin: Four
Courts, 2017).
For a recent summary of the battle, see S. Duffy, Brian Boru and the Battle of Clontarf (Dublin: Gill and Macmillan, 2014).
See for example Christopher James McDonough, ed. and trans., Warner of Rouen, Moriuht:
A Norman Latin Poem from the Early Eleventh Century (Leiden: Brepols, 1995), 74–75 and
J. Gillingham, “The Beginnings of English Imperialism,” Journal of Historical Sociology 5.4
(1992), 392–409.

Notes on Contributors
Clare Downham is Senior Lecturer at the Institute of Irish Studies, University
of Liverpool. Her research focuses on Viking Age history and contact across
the Irish Sea in the Middle Ages. Her work has appeared in scholarly journals
including English Historical Review and Irish Historical Studies, and magazines
such as History Ireland and BBC History Magazine, and she has been a consultant for the BBC, Channel 5, National Geographic, TG4, and others. Her
most recent book, Medieval Ireland AD400–1500, was published by Cambridge
University Press in 2017.
Michael McAteer is Associate Professor of English at the Institute of English
and American Studies, Pázmány Péter University, Budapest. He is the author
of Standish O’Grady, AE, Yeats (Irish Academic Press, 2002), Yeats and European Drama (Cambridge University Press, 2010), and the editor of Silence in
Modern Irish Literature (Brill Rodopi, 2017). He has published a broad range of
chapters and essays in edited volumes and journals over the past twenty years.
Most recently, these include pieces on Oscar Wilde in The Oxford Handbook
of Modern Irish Theatre (Oxford University Press, 2016); on Standish O’Grady
in Standish O’Grady’s Cuculain (Syracuse University Press, 2016); on Yeats
and Joyce in BELLS (Belgrade English Language and Literature Studies, 2016);
and on Brian Friel in the edited volume Theatre and Human Rights Since 1945
(Palgrave Macmillan, 2015). He is Director of the Budapest Centre for Irish
Studies, affiliated to EFACIS (European Federation of Associations and Centres
for Irish Studies) at KU Leuven.
Ragini Indrajit Mohite is an independent scholar. She received her PhD
from the University of Leeds where she has since been a Teaching Fellow in
English Literature and a Postdoctoral Fellow. Her essays have appeared in South
Asian Diaspora and James Joyce Broadsheet. She is currently working on her first
monograph about Yeats and Tagore’s transnational twentieth-century literature.
James Moran is Professor of Modern English Literature and Drama at the University of Nottingham, UK. He has been a Philip Leverhulme prizewinner; a
British Academy Mid-Career Fellow; and, since 2010, the presenter of a monthly book review on BBC Radio Nottingham. He is the author of Staging the Easter
Rising (Cork University Press, 2005), Irish Birmingham: a History (Liverpool
University Press, 2010), The Theatre of Seán O’Casey (Bloomsbury Methuen
Drama, 2013), The Theatre of D.H. Lawrence (Bloomsbury, 2015), and the editor
of Four Irish Rebel Plays (Irish Academic Press, 2007). He is currently editing
an edition of George Bernard Shaw’s shorter plays for Oxford University Press.

Notes on Contributors

79

Elizabeth Muller is Associate Professor emerita at Nantes University and
currently teaches British and American literature at the Catholic University of
Paris (ICP). Her major field of expertise is poetry, in particular, the intersection of English poetry and Mediterranean sources of influence. A great deal of
her published work is on Yeats’s debt to Greek culture, philosophical as well
as literary. She recently published “Yeats’s Prologue to A Vision: The Mask of
Derision” in Yeats Annual 19. She also wrote a book on Yeats for the Atlande
Editions (2007), and co-organized conferences on the occasion of Yeats’s anniversary in 2009 at the University of Lille III and Emory University, Atlanta.
She has also co-edited and introduced a book on the poetry of Yeats and Hill,
published by Peter Lang Editions, for which she wrote an essay on Yeats and
Dante’s La Vita Nuova.
Jack Quin is an AHRC-funded PhD candidate in the Department of English
and Related Literature at the University of York. His research explores the relationship between poetry and sculpture in the work of Yeats. He will soon be
taking up a postdoctoral fellowship at Trinity College Dublin, funded by the
Leverhulme Trust.

